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The Hebrew Bible contains seventeen isolated passages, scattered from Genesis to 2 

Samuel, that use the Hebrew term אח (“brother”) to define an inter-group 

relationship between two or more Israelite tribes.  For over a century, biblical 

scholars have interpreted this terminology as conceptually dependent on the birth 

narratives and genealogies of Gen 29-50, reiterated in stories and lists elsewhere in 

the biblical corpus.  However, examination of the Bible’s depiction of the Israelite 

tribes as “brothers” outside these seventeen passages indicates that the static 

genealogical structure of the twelve-tribe system constitutes a late ideological 

framework that harmonizes dissonant descriptions of Israel as an association of 

“brother” tribes.  Significantly, references to particular tribal groups as “brothers” 

in the Mari archives yields a new paradigm for understanding the origins of Israelite 

tribal “brotherhood” that sets aside this ideological structure.  Additionally, it 

reveals the ways in which biblical scribes exploited particular terms and ideas as the 

fulcrums for editorial intervention in the Hebrew Bible’s composition.  More 

specifically, close analysis of these Akkadian texts reveals the existence of an ancient 

Near Eastern political discourse of “brotherhood” that identified tribal groups as 



 

independent peer polities, bound together through obligations of reciprocal 

peaceful relations and supportive behavior.  A detailed examination of Judg 19-21 

brings to light a textual core that uses the word אח in this precise situated meaning, 

indicating that the original source concerned a war between Israel and Benjamin as 

separate polities of parity status.  The polysemic character of אח allowed later scribes 

to incorporate this textual tradition by reorienting the term’s situated meaning to 

fit evolving ideologies of Israelite and early Jewish identity in a manner that is 

detectable in additional biblical passages.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
“…all your warriors, those equipped for war,  

will cross over before your brothers, the children of Israel” 
-Deut 3:18  

 
Introduction 
 

The symbol of brotherhood resonates in almost every biblical depiction of 

the Israelite tribes, from their familial origins in the patriarchal narratives to idyllic 

prophetic visions of the twelve tribes’ post-exilic resettlement in the land.  This 

representation begins with the birth narratives in Gen 29:31-30:24, 35:16-20 and 

corresponding genealogies that describe the eponyms Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, 

Issachar, Zebulun, Joseph, Benjamin, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, and Asher as the offspring 

of Jacob/Israel.1  Additional narratives and lists in the books of the Pentateuch, 

Joshua, Judges, Ezekiel, and 1 Chronicles describe these same figures (including 

Ephraim and Manasseh) as the eponymous ancestors of the constituent units of “The 

Tribes of Israel” (שבטי ישראל), thereby uniting the various groups as a single “people” 

 ’through their descent from the same forefather.2  This conception of the tribes ,(עם)

                                                 
1 This list of the Israelite tribal eponyms follows Gen 35:22b-26, a genealogy that lists the sons 
according to mother, and directly follows Benjamin’s birth narrative in Gen 35:16-21. 
2 As Wilson writes in his landmark study of biblical genealogies, “On the basis of our formal analysis, 
it is clear that the Israelite genealogies are intended to relate the traditional twelve tribes to each 
other through Jacob…” Robert R. Wilson, Genealogy and History in the Biblical World (Yale Near Eastern 
Researches 7; eds. William W. Hallo, Marvin H. Pope, and William K. Simpson; New Haven: Yale 
University, 1977), 193.  Mullen ascribes this same association of the tribes to the construction of 
Israel’s ethnic boundaries, and its cohesion as such a group: “In the Tetrateuch, the origins of this 
ideal unified ‘Israel’ are constructed by tracing the development of the twelve tribes, each the 
descendant of a common individual, to provide each ethnic group with a myth of descent through 
which the community might develop a common bond that may be traced back into antiquity.”  E. 
Theodore Mullen Jr., Ethnic Myths and Pentateuchal Foundations: A New Approach to the Formation of the 
Pentateuch (Atlanta: Scholars, 1997), 67.  Likewise, Hendel states that one of the ways by which the 
ancient Israelites constructed their shared identity was through the formation of “genealogical 
alliances.”  Ronald Hendel, Remembering Abraham: Culture, Memory, and History in the Hebrew Bible 
(Oxford: Oxford University, 2005), 9.   
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genealogical connection finds its logical correlation in the book of Deuteronomy, 

wherein the word אח (ʼāḥ; “brother,” “kinsman”) appears at numerous points to 

describe the fraternal status, and indefinite kinship, of all individual Israelites.3  

Subsequently, the brotherhood of the Israelite tribes and their biological 

relationship as a family became a central component of post-biblical Jewish identity, 

and continues to structure intra-communal notions of “Jewishness” to this day.4 

The Hebrew Bible also contains seventeen passages that use the term אח to 

describe a relationship between the members of two or more Israelite tribes, their 

singular embodiments, and between a tribe and an entity named “Israel.”  For the 

purpose of the present study, I have labeled this set of biblical passages the Inter-

Group אח Texts.  They include Gen 49:5, 8, 26b, Num 32:6, Deut 3:18, 20, 10:9, 18:1-2, 

33:16, Josh 1:12-15, Judg 1:3, 17, 20:23, 28, 21:6, 2 Sam 19:42, and 1 Kgs 12:24.  Scholars 

have consistently approached the term’s meaning in these passages as an 

inclusionary expression of the groups’ Israelite identity.  However, by comparing 

these biblical passages to certain ancient Near Eastern sources, particularly from the 

site of Mari, I will argue here that use of אח in these texts bears witness to scribal 

                                                 
3 Francis Brown, S.R. Driver and Charles A. Briggs, “אח,” BDB, 26.  My focus on the use of the masculine 
singular and plural form of אח in this particular context of use raises important questions regarding 
gender and the boundaries of the group identified as “Israel.”  Further research is necessary to 
determine if general references to the Israelites as אחים represents a mixture of male and female 
members, or specifically identifies men, or even more particularly, free men.  Assyriologists have 
suggested that particular Akkadian kin terms communicate more specific meanings than their 
common English translations suggest.  While important for a deeper understanding of the biblical 
author’s conception of Israel as a named people, my concern with the relationship between groups, 
rather than their specific composition, renders this subject beyond the scope of the present study.  
4 For more on this topic, see: Gabriele Boccaccini, Roots of Rabbinic Judaism: An Intellectual-History, From 
Ezekiel to Daniel (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2002), 12-13; Martin S. Jaffee, Early Judaism: 
Religious Worlds of the First Judaic Millennium (2nd ed.; STJHC 13; ed. Bernard D. Cooperman; Bethesda: 
University Press of Maryland, 2006), 12-13. 
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knowledge of “brotherhood” as a specific political relationship between peer tribes 

as independent polities.  Furthermore, I will demonstrate that engagement with this 

political discourse of “brotherhood” dramatically affected the composition of 

certain biblical passages, as scribes working in different geographical and temporal 

settings sought to accommodate received written traditions to contemporary 

ideological contexts by reorienting the situated meaning of אח.   Evidence of this fact 

is clearest in the depiction of Benjamin and Israel as אחים in Judg 20, but clues to the 

scribal process appear throughout the Inter-Group אח Texts.   

Thus, the present study shows that the perceived ubiquity of “brotherhood” 

as the defining symbol for the connection between the Israelite tribes has its roots in 

a specific political relationship with a long ancient Near Eastern history.  That the 

bond between Near Eastern tribal groups should utilize the language of 

“brotherhood” to describe their interrelation, in preference to “covenant” ( יתבר ) in 

Hebrew, or “partnership” (tappûtum) and “friendship, love, affection” (rā’imūtum) in 

Akkadian, should not be surprising.5  This is due to the essential role that kinship 

plays in tribal societies, as I will discuss below.  Moreover, in his expansive study of 

patrimonialism in the ancient Near East, Schloen has hypothesized that use of the 

term “brother” and other “house-hold derived terms” by rulers and officials 

described specific “political relationships,” based on the overarching symbol of the 

household.6  As a matter of fact, I will show in Chapter 4 that the ubiquitous usage of 

                                                 
5 CAD s.v. tappûtum and rā’imūtum. 
6 J. David Schloen, The House of the Father as Fact and Symbol: Patrimonialism in Ugarit and the Ancient Near 
East (Studies in the Archaeology and History of the Levant 2; ed. Lawrence E. Stager; Winona Lake: 
Eisenbrauns, 2001), 256. 
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kinship terms in letters sent between independent rulers and officials from the 3rd to 

1st millenniums BCE indicates that words such as “brother” (aḫum) belonged to the 

institution, or customary and conventional practices, of ancient Near Eastern 

international politics.7  As it becomes ever clearer that mobile pastoralists and tribes 

played a central role in ancient Near Eastern society, it necessary to admit that these 

groups, which populated the political landscape alongside urban-centered 

monarchic states, exploited the same body of symbols and terminology to maintain 

foreign relations. That these were familiar in an ancient Israelite setting should not 

be surprising, but the degree to which they simultaneously underlie and undercut 

biblical representations of Israel as an association of “brothers” has not been 

recognized by scholars.  

The argument that the Hebrew Bible retains literary depictions of the 

Israelite tribes as independent polities also accords with contemporary scholarly 

understandings of early Israel’s aggregate origins.  A survey of past studies 

demonstrates that a majority of researchers already consider the Bible’s 

representation of the Israelite tribes as “brothers” in genealogies and narratives to 

be a product of their affiliation as a “fictive kin-group,” which may have involved 

                                                 
7 For more on the anthropological definition of “institution,” particularly in relation to anthropology 
in the Middle East, see: Dale F. Eickelman, The Middle East: An Anthropological Approach (2nd ed.; 
Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1989), 20, no.20.  Important scholarly works on this phenomenon 
include: Kevin Avruch, “Reciprocity, Equality, and Status-Anxiety in the Amarna Letters,” in Amarna 
Diplomacy: The Beginnings of International Relations (ed. Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook; 
Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University, 2000), 154-164;  Trevor Bryce, Letters of the Great Kings of the 
Ancient Near East: The Royal Correspondence of the Late Bronze Age (London: Routledge, 2003), 76-93; Eric 
Cline, “‘My Brother, My Son’: Rulership and Trade between the LBA Aegean, Egypt and the Near East,” 
Aegeum 11 (1995): 143-150; Raymond Cohen, “All in the Family: Ancient Near Eastern Diplomacy,” 
International Negotiations  1 (1996): 11-28; Mario Liverani, International Relations in the Ancient Near East, 
1600-1100 BCE (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 135-138; Schloen, The House of the Father as Fact and Symbol, 
256-262. 



 

  5 

 

the association of some originally independent peoples.8  However, all of these 

studies define this relationship vertically, as an expression of the tribes’ assumed 

“Israelite” identity.  By contrast, evidence from Mari indicates that references to 

ancient Near Eastern inter-group “brotherhood” should be understood horizontally, 

as an associative relationship between named peoples.  The identification of a 

shared ancestor within oral genealogies may have validated these political and 

social connections between groups, but ethnographic evidence shows that this 

process did not require the peoples involved to assert a shared identity through 

ascription to a single name.  In other words, the evidence demonstrates that inter-

group “brotherhood” originally represented a negotiable and mutable affiliation 

between tribes that nevertheless remained distinct political units. 

In addition, focusing on אח’s role and meaning in the literary representation 

of Israelite tribal relations reveals that the notion of this group’s “brotherhood” may 

not be as widespread in the biblical corpus as it otherwise appears.  Importantly, the 

intrinsic parity and independence that the inter-group discourse of “brotherhood” 

communicates supports Fleming’s contention that “the accounts of collaboration 

and conflict between Israelite peoples [in Judges] and the kinship system of Jacob’s 

family [in Genesis] display a decentralized political life in which no one group, 

                                                 
8 For example: Frank Moore Cross, From Epic to Canon: History and Literature in Ancient Israel (Baltimore: 
The Johns Hopkins University, 1998), 12-13; C. H. J. de Geus, The Tribes of Israel (Studia Semitica 
Neerlandica 18; ed. A. Beek et al.; Amsterdam: Van Gorcum, 1976), 156; Baruch Halpern, The Emergence 
of Israel in Canaan (SBLMS 29; James L. Crenshaw; Chico: Scholars, 1983), 148; Hendel, Remembering 
Abraham, 9-11; Paula M. McNutt, Reconstructing the Society of Ancient Israel (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1999), 76-77; etc… 
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location, or elite can dominate a larger Israelite whole.”9  The author goes on to note 

that “this political composition of multiple peers has no counterpart in Judah and 

presents the most striking contrast between Israel and Judah in political terms.”10  In 

the chapters to come, it will become clear that use of אח in biblical inter-group 

discourse is tied primarily to Israelite groups, with only secondary attribution to 

Judah as a “tribe” (שבט).  Yet, this indication of the Israelite origin of tribal 

“brotherhood” raises important questions about how and why this discourse was 

preserved in the Judah-centric text of the Hebrew Bible we have today.  Through 

close textual analysis, I will show that the solution rests in אח’s particular semantic 

character. Namely, Judahite scribes were able to recontextualize אח’s meaning in 

certain textual traditions to fit a developing ideology of the twelve-tribe system and 

Israelite peoplehood.    

 

The Case for אח 

My focus on the term אח distinguishes the present dissertation from previous 

scholarly work regarding biblical representations of Israelite inter-group 

relationships, which have focused largely on genealogies and tribal lists.  

Furthermore, the study’s concentration on a single Hebrew word’s function in a 

particular context of use brings together biblical passages that researchers have not 

yet placed in comparative dialogue.  In fact, past and present studies of the texts I 

                                                 
9 Daniel E. Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible: History, Politics, and the Reinscribing of Tradition 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2012), 34. 
10 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 34. 
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examine in the following chapters devote little critical attention to אח and the 

implications of “brotherhood” in contexts beyond the realm of the immediate 

family.  Instead, research on the biblical passages that form the core of my 

dissertation generally contains a limited appreciation of אח’s semantic possibilities, 

and frequently reiterates canonical depictions of Israelite inter-tribal kinship and 

ethnicity.  Despite this common disinterest in examining the uses, meanings, and 

potential functions of אח in the Hebrew Bible, I contend that characteristics inherent 

to this term make it an ideal analytical focal point, especially for understanding the 

process of biblical composition.  Specifically, אח’s semantic productivity as a 

polyseme, a word that denotes a set of related but separate meanings,  makes it a 

likely fulcrum for scribal activity dedicated to the adaptation of existing textual 

traditions.11 

Biblical scholars have typically, and reasonably, approached אח as primarily 

signifying either a specific relationship between males that share at least one parent 

(i.e. “brothers”), or individual males of indefinite kinship relation (i.e. “kinsmen”). 

Thus, they have understood אח as one of several Israelite “kinship terms.”   This 

terminological set includes the words אב (ʼāb; “father”), אם (ʼēm; “mother”), בן (bēn; 

“son”), בת (bat; “daughter”), and  אחות (ʼāḥôt; “sister”) among others, which refer to 

members of an individual’s בית אב (bêt ʼāb), or “House of the Father,” in the Hebrew 

Bible.12  But an examination of BDB shows that אח appears in numerous other 

                                                 
11 On the definition of polysemy, see: Cliff Goddard, Semantic Analysis: A Practical Introduction (Oxford: 
Oxford University, 1998), 19.   
12 Madeline Gay McClenney-Sadler, Recovering the Daughter’s Nakedness: A Formal Analysis of Israelite 
Kinship Terminology and the Internal Logic of Leviticus 18 (LHBOTS 476; eds. Claudia V. Camp and Andrew 
Mein; New York and London: T & T Clark, 2007), 45.  See also: Francis I. Andersen, “Israelite Kinship 
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referential contexts, some of them quite often.   More specifically, the biblical 

authors also use אח in reference to relationships between closely bonded non-kin 

individuals (i.e. 2 Sam 1:26), political allies (i.e. 1 Kgs 9:13), or simply to indicate 

similarity and apposition (i.e. Job 30:29; Gen 13:11).13  Significantly, אח shares many 

of these glosses with its cognates in other ancient Semitic languages, including 

Arabic أُخ (ʼaḫ),14 Aramaic ʼaḥ, 15 Ugaritic ʼaḫ,16and most importantly for the present 

study, Akkadian aḫum.17 

 For most of the twentieth century, the study of kinship terms played a 

central role in the study of kinship in general, resulting in the development of the 

disciplinary subfield of kinship semantics.  Most importantly for the present 

                                                 
Terminology and Social Structure,” The Bible Translator 20/1 (1969): 38; C.J.H. Wright, “Family,” ABD 
2:764. 
13 Brown, Driver, Briggs, “26”,אח. 
14 Edward William Lane, “أُخ,” AEL 1:33. 
15 “ʼḥ,” CAL, [cited 6 June 2012]. Online: cal1.cn.huc.edu. 
16 Gregorio Del Olmo Lete and Joaquín Sanmartín, “aḫ,” DUL 1:34. 
17 CAD s.v. aḫu.  Scholars have noted the wide attestation of /̕aḫ-/ throughout the Hamito-Semitic 
family of Languages, and have thus proposed several etymologies for the lexical unit.  In his seminal 
work on Semitic noun patterns from 1889, Die Nominalbindung in den semitischen Sprachen, Barth argued 
that the common Semitic lexical unit ʼaḫ belonged to a small group of biliteral kinship terms with 
unattested triliteral roots, to which the lengthening of the final vowel had caused the loss of their 
third radical in an “uralter Zeit.”  J. Barth, Die Nominalbindung in den semitischen Sprachen (Leipzig: J.C. 
Hinrichs’she Buchhandlung, 1891), 3.  The search for a triliteral root led BDB to suggest אחה (ʼ-ḥ-h; “to 
join, to stitch together”) as the source of the Hebrew lexeme אח. Brown, Driver, Briggs, “אח,” BDB, 26; 
Ernest Klein, “אחה,” CEDHL, 17.  However, this verb appears nowhere in Biblical Hebrew, and might in 
fact represent a post-biblical denomination from אח.  Klein, “אחה,” CEDHL, 17.  Delitzsch linked the 
Hebrew term to the Akkadian cognate aḫum, which carries the additional sense of “side” or “arm,” 
and suggested that it may refer to “the person who stands by the side of the firstborn or as the next 
kinsman, or, again, both words may be derived from the same verbal stem אחה, ‘to surround’ or ‘to 
protect.’” F. Delitzsch, The Hebrew Language viewed in Light of Assyrian Research (Edinburgh: Williams 
and Norgate, 1883), 59.  De Goeje proposed a third option that viewed the Arabic noun ḥayy (“kindred 
group”) as a possible root for the common Semitic lexical unit ʼaḫ, in a semantic development that 
expanded the term’s original meaning from “tent” to “dwelling-place of the family” to “family.” W. 
Robertson Smith, Lectures on the Religion of the Semites (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1889), 
256.  In spite of these past attempts to isolate a triliteral root, recent scholarship now regards ʼaḫ as a 
biliteral Proto-Semitic isolated noun: i.e. a noun with no known root.  Joshua Fox, Semitic Noun 
Patterns (HSS 52; ed. Lawrence E. Stager; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2003), 63, 69-72.   
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discussion, research in this area revealed a significant and wide-spread 

characteristic of kinship terms that complicates interpretations of their meaning in 

different contexts.  Specifically, kinship terms are predominantly polysemic.18  The 

English word chip provides a good example of this phenomenon.  The meanings of 

chip1 (as in “Have a [potato] chip”) and chip2 (as in “The [paint] chip fell to the 

ground”) are linked semantically as “small brittle pieces,” and therefore constitute 

polysemes of a single word.19  As it turns out, this type of ambiguity in lexical 

denotation may be a universal rule in language, as it ensures the system’s referential 

power and productivity.20  Additionally, this necessary plasticity reinforces the 

semantic role of discursive context, which dynamically affects the meaning of 

words, constraining their interpretation and decreasing the potential for 

misunderstanding.21   

While any attempt to objectively distinguish all of אח’s individual meanings is 

grounded in the metalanguage of the analysis, and therefore constitutes an 

interpretation, a combination of linguistic tests for polysemy plainly indicate the 

                                                 
18 Lawrence Hirschfeld, “Kinship and Cognition: Genealogy and the Meaning of Kinship Terms,” 
Cultural Anthropology 27 (1986): 223-225; Roger M. Keesing, “Simple Models of Complexity: The Lure of 
Kinship” in Kinship Studies in the Morgan Centennial Year (ed. Priscilla Reining; Washington, D.C.: The 
Anthropological Society of Washington, 1972),18-19; Harold W. Scheffler, “Systems of Kin 
Classification: A Structural Typology” in Kinship Studies in the Morgan Centennial Year (ed. Priscilla 
Reining; Washington D.C.: The Anthropological Society of Washington, 1972), 114-115.  Ravin and 
Leacock argue that “the most commonly used words tend to be the most polysemous.”  Yael Ravin 
and Claudia Leacock, “Polysemy: An Overview” in Polysemy: Theoretical and Computational Approaches 
(eds. Yael Ravin and Claudia Leacock; Oxford: Oxford University, 1.   
19 Goddard, Semantic Analysis, 19. 
20 Stéphane Robert, “Words and their Meanings: Principles of Variation and Stabilization” in From 
Polysemy to Semantic Change: Towards a Typology of Lexical Semantic Associations (ed. Martine Vanhove; 
Studies in Language Companion Series 106; eds. Werner Abraham and Michael Noonan; Amsterdam 
and Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2008), 55-56. 
21 Robert, “Words and their Meanings,” 79. 
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Hebrew term’s identity as a polyseme.22  Indeed, the consistent inability of Hebrew 

lexicographers to provide a single general gloss for אח shows that scholars have 

implicitly recognized that the term communicated different meanings based on the 

context of its use since the beginning of modern Biblical Studies.23  Although a fuller 

appreciation of אח’s semantic character as a polysemic kinship term is important in-

and-of itself, this identification holds additional significance for an analysis of the 

Hebrew Bible’s compositional history that approaches this literary corpus as a 

product of ancient Near Eastern scribal culture.    

A survey of recent publications in the field of Biblical Studies indicates a 

growing interest in understanding the processes behind the Bible’s textualization, as 

well as a social-scientific preoccupation with the institutional and historical location 

                                                 
22 In Appendix A, I subject אח to three linguistic tests for polysemy, resulting in a clear indication of 
the term’s polysemic character.  Regarding the problem of defining all of a word’s meanings, Riemer 
writes: “The ‘correct definition’ of an object language term is thus not a single construct, but a field of 
alternative analyses that can be recast in a number of possible ways, provided that each is compatible 
with both object language and metalanguage.” Nick Riemer, The Semantics of Polysemy: Reading Meaning 
in English and Warlpiri (Cognitive Linguistics Research 30; Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter, 2005), 155.  
Geeraerts has highlighted this issue as well, arguing that “the distinction between vagueness and polysemy 
is not stable, in the sense that what appears to be a distinct meaning in one context is reduced to a 
mere case of vagueness in another.”  D. Geeraerts, “Vagueness’s Puzzles, Polysemy’s Vagaries,” 
Cognitive Linguistics 4/3 (1993): 224. Italics in original.  Geeraerts’ argument has important implications 
for the positive identification of polysemes, as it challenges the assumption that a lexeme’s semantic 
range can be dissected into discrete units.  Indeed, the ill-defined borders between word meanings 
has even led Allwood to propose an entirely new approach to semantics based on “meaning 
potential”: “the meaning potential is all the information that the word has been used to convey either 
by a single individual or, on the social level, by the language community.” Jens Allwood, “Meaning 
Potentials and Context: Some Consequences for the Analysis of Variation in Meaning” in Cognitive 
Approaches to Lexical Semantics (eds. Hubert Cuykens, René Dirven, and John R. Taylor; Cognitive 
Linguistics Research 23; eds. René Dirven, Ronald W. Langacker, and John R. Taylor; Berlin and New 
York: Mouton de Gruyter, 2003),  43.  This argument corresponds to Wittgenstein’s emphasis on the 
relationship between linguistic meaning and use, which challenges the very notion that any unique 
set of glosses can accurately describe a word’s “meaning.” Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical 
Investigations: The German Text, with a Revised English Translation (3rd ed.; trans. G.E.M. Anscombe; 
Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 46-48.  For a discussion of the implications of Wittgenstein’s philosophical 
argument concerning the relationship between meaning and use for semantic analysis, see: Riemer, 
The Semantics of Polysemy, 47-57. 
23 I survey several representative lexicons’ treatments of אח in Appendix A. 
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of this scribal enterprise.24  Such inquiry has frequently looked to documents and 

artifacts from other Near Eastern and Mediterranean cultures to reconstruct an 

informed picture of scribal practices, due to a dearth of evidence regarding the 

education and methods of Israelite and Judahite scribes from outside the Hebrew 

Bible itself.25  An abundance of related Akkadian texts from different historical 

periods makes Mesopotamian literature the most fertile ground for uncovering such 

data, although evidence of variation in early Jewish textual transmission from the 

Dead Sea Scrolls, Samaritan Pentateuch, Septuagint, and Masoretic Text is also 

enlightening.26  One of the best Mesopotamian examples is the Epic of Gilgamesh.27  

Thanks to the text’s popularity and steady position in Near Eastern scribal 

education, Tigay and others have traced the text’s evolution over a period of 1,500 

years, from isolated Sumerian tales in the late 3rd millennium BCE to its latest 

                                                 
24 Pertinent examples include: David M. Carr, The Formation of the Hebrew Bible: A New Reconstruction 
(Oxford: Oxford University, 2011); ibid, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart: Origins of Scripture and 
Literature (Oxford: Oxford University, 2005); Philip R. Davies, Scribes and Schools: The Canonization of the 
Hebrew Scriptures (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998); David W. Jamieson-Drake, Scribes and 
Schools in Monarchic Judah: A Socio-Archaeological Approach (JSOTS 109; ed. David J. A. Clines and Philip R. 
Davies; The Social World of Biblical Antiquity Series 9; ed. James W. Flanagan; Sheffield: Almond, 
1991); Christopher A. Rollston, Writing and Literacy in the World of Ancient Israel: Epigraphic Evidence from 
the Iron Age (SBLABS 11; ed. Tammi Schneider; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2010); William 
Schniedewind, How the Bible Became a Book: The Textualization of Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University, 2004); Hans Jürgen Tertel, Text and Transmission: An Empirical Model for the Literary 
Development of Old Testament Narratives (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1994); Karel van der Toorn, Scribal 
Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible (Cambridge: Harvard University, 2007).  In a recent 
dissertation, which I will discuss at greater length below, Milstein offers a more expansive survey and 
critique of this literature.  Sara J. Milstein, “Reworking Ancient Texts: Revision through Introduction 
in Biblical and Mesopotamian Literature” (PhD diss., New York University, 2010), 5-27. 
25 Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart, 17-109; Rollston, Writing and Literacy in the World of Ancient 
Israel, 1-82; Toorn, Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible, 51-73. 
26 Carr, The Formation of the Hebrew Bible, 37-101; Milstein, “Reworking Ancient Texts,” 37-127; Tertel, 
Text and Transmission, 20-181. Toorn, Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible, 51-67. 
27 Contrary to the approach taken above, Tertel questions the validity of treating the Gilgamesh Epic’s 
evolution as an empirical model for the formation of biblical texts.  In particular, he argues that too 
few parallel passages have been preserved between the different versions in evidence from separate 
historical periods to evaluate the consistency of redactional techniques.  Tertel, Text and Transmission, 
43.  
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attested form (i.e. the Standard Babylonian version) in the early 1st millennium 

BCE.28 

The comparative studies described above have revealed important aspects of 

scribal culture, with significant implications for the interpretation of אח in the 

compositional history of the Hebrew Bible.  For instance, Carr has carefully 

demonstrated that in many cases writing was actually done in order to facilitate 

scribal memorization, allowing these figures to fulfill their larger social roles as the 

historical conduits of key cultural-religious traditions.  As he writes, “Cultures like 

those in Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, and Israel put a high value on preservation of 

ancient traditions, and they invested heavily in ensuring continuity across 

generations.”29  However, despite ostensibly esteeming conservation over 

innovation, ancient scribes frequently altered textual traditions in their 

transmission, and often for discernible reasons.30  Ancient Near Eastern evidence 

indicates that this type of creativity in the “written performance” of the text was 

not the purview of students, but rather the privilege of master scribes who 

“possessed the power – at least at certain junctures – to adapt or revise the tradition 

for the broader community as well as to conserve it.”31   

On the one hand, textual analysis suggests that master scribes tended to 

expand, rather than abbreviate, received traditions, bearing witness to a desire for 

                                                 
28 Jeffrey H. Tigay, The Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1982), 
37; ibid, “The Evolution of the Pentateuchal Narratives in the Light of the Evolution of the Gilgamesh 
Epic,” in Empirical Models for Biblical Criticism (ed. Jeffrey H. Tigay; Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania, 1985), 35-43.   
29 Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart, 8.   
30 Milstein, “Reworking Ancient Texts,” 35-36.   
31 Carr, The Formation of the Hebrew Bible, 6. 
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optimum preservation of source material.32  Although small scale additions to the 

body of a text are in abundant evidence, large scale expansions could also occur on a 

work’s borders “as a way of reframing a composition in the course of a new 

edition.”33  In this vein, Milstein has shown the importance of “revision through 

introduction” as a mode of scribal production in Mesopotamian and biblical 

literature.34  Carr has pointed to the seemingly contrasting “tendency of 

many…tradents not to reproduce the entirety of compositions whose parts they 

appropriate, particularly the beginnings and ends of compositions.”35  Thus, when 

utilizing an existing textual tradition in the creation of a new composition, scribes 

felt empowered to extract sections of text, regularly leaving aside their associated 

introduction and conclusion.  While this practice may appear to contradict a desire 

for preservation, it too had a conservative perspective that utilized received 

traditions to their fullest extent in the creation of new texts, but did not view them 

as indivisible compositional units in a modern sense.  When scribes did intentionally 

alter the words of a text, documented cases of textual transmission reveal the 

practice’s aim to be literary coordination, or “harmonization.”36  That is, later scribes 

often revised separate portions of a received text in order to make them correspond 

more closely in their details and language. 

                                                 
32 Ibid., 88.  For a contrasting opinion that argues for a trend towards the abbreviation of texts, see: 
Tertel, Text and Transmission, 231-236. 
33 Toorn, Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible, 128. 
34 Milstein identifies six separate modes of “revision through introduction,” which form a spectrum in 
their fidelity to the received textual tradition.  Milstein, “Reworking Ancient Texts,”294-310. 
35 Carr, The Formation of the Hebrew Bible, 88. 
36 Ibid., 90-98. 
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Examining use of אח in biblical descriptions of inter-group relations reveals 

additional information about the scribal processes described above, and how 

particular words could serve as fruitful loci for textual revision.  As a polyseme, a 

single reference to אח has the potential to embed multiple meanings, some of which 

may belong to different phases in the compositional history of a given text. 

Therefore, focusing on this term allows us to observe not only how the meaning of 

the word served different scribal needs at different points in time, but also how 

conceptions of Israelite identity as an association of “brother” tribes evolved over 

time into its received expression according to the twelve-tribe system.   

To put it somewhat differently, determining the situated meaning of אח is 

dependent on the context of its use.  However, the reintroduction and extraction of 

textual traditions that characterized the scribal production of new compositions 

could radically alter the Hebrew fraternal kin term’s discursive setting, and 

therefore also its meaning.  Indeed, changing the way in which the reader 

understood a text may have been the very point of these scribal practices.  As Carr 

notes, “insofar as the beginnings and ends of compositions are the best loci to shape 

audiences’ perceptions of a text, they appear to have been loci for particularly 

intense scribal intervention.”37  Furthermore, in her discussion of the scribal 

practice of reintroduction as a form of textual revision, Milstein makes a potent 

observation about the results of such contextual alterations for the reader. 

By situating his contribution at the front, the master scribe was free to reframe 
the contents of the received material at the outset.  All the details of the older 
work, to the degree to which they were retained, were received through the lens 
of the new contribution.  While this did not always bring about radical changes, 

                                                 
37 Ibid., 89. 
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there are a number of occasions on which it did.  Centuries later, when we read 
these joint productions, we cannot help but be influenced by the logic that is 
presented to us first.38 
 

Consequently, אח represents a particularly susceptible hinge for scribal practices 

that sought to preserve, but also revitalize, received textual traditions, in light of its 

ability to communicate different meanings based on context of use.    

 The altered socio-political situation of the returning Judeans in the post-

exilic period constitutes a potentially significant moment for such reorientation of 

traditions to accommodate new communal interests and ideologies.  Recent 

anthropological and sociological studies that illuminate the widespread importance 

of narratives in the construction/reconstruction of collective identities, especially at 

“periods of rupture,” support this supposition.39  Cornell provides a detailed 

description of such times of crisis and change for groups, which reverberates 

poignantly against Judah’s traumatic transition from a monarchic polity to exilic 

community, and eventually Persian imperial province. 

By periods of rupture I mean those periods when identities, for one reason or 
another, are questioned by those who carry them, are called into question by 
others, or are severely tested by events.  At these times identities lose their 
taken-for-granted quality.  Such periods commonly result from significant 
changes in group or individual situations, as through, among other things, 
migration, abrupt changes in group political or economic fortunes, political 
mobilization, or rapidly rising rates of ethnic intermarriage.  At those moments 
old assumptions or understandings may be challenged, calling for a new or 

                                                 
38 Milstein, “Reworking Ancient Texts,” 309. 
39 For more on the use of narratives in the construction of group identities, see: Stephen Cornell, 
“That’s the Story of Our Life,” in We Are a People: Narrative and Multiplicity in Constructing Ethnic Identity 
(eds. Paul Spickard and W Jeffrey Burroughs; Philadelphia: Temple University, 2000), 41-53.  Within 
Biblical Studies, Mullen has emphasized the role and function of biblical narratives for the 
construction of Israelite ethnicity most emphatically, arguing for this processes role in the post-
monarchic composition/compilation of both the Deuteronomistic History and the Pentateuch.  For 
more on his specific arguments, see:  E. Theodore Mullen, Jr., Ethnic Myths and Pentateuchal Foundations: 
A New Approach to the Formation of the Pentateuch (Atlanta: Scholars, 1997), 10-17; ibid, Narrative History 
and Ethnic Boundaries: The Deuteronomistic Historian and the Creation of Israelite National Identity (Atlanta: 
Scholars, 1993), 15-18, 32-47, 52-54. 
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reconfirmed definition of the situation…In short, such situations call for a 
renarration of group identity.40 
 

In light of this observation, it should come as no surprise that many biblical scholars 

now view the post-monarchic, or Persian, period as a defining context for the 

compilation and composition of many biblical texts, although this process 

undoubtedly drew on traditions and cultural memories with more ancient roots.41   

Of the many interests that unambiguously post-monarchic texts such as 

Ezra-Nehemiah, Chronicles, Esther and others display is the definition of the Judean 

community’s identity as unique and distinct from the other peoples of the land.  The 

textual evidence suggests that this interest incorporated a heightened exploitation 

of genealogies and assertions of shared descent.42  This is most evident in 1 Chr 1-9, 

Ezra-Nehemiah, and priestly writing.43  Additionally, as I will discuss in Chapter 2, 

                                                 
40 Cornell, “That’s the Story of Our Life,” 45.  
41 Recent examples include: Jon L. Berquist, “Identities and Empire: Historiographic Questions for the 
Deuteronomistic History in the Persian Period,” in Historiography and Identity (Re)formulation in Second 
Temple Historiographic Literature (ed. Louis Jonker; LHBOTS 534; eds. Claudia V. Camp and Andrew 
Mein; New York: T & T Clark, 2010), 3-13; Philip R. Davies, Memories of Ancient Israel: An Introduction to 
Biblical History – Ancient and Modern (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2008), 105-123; Gary N. 
Knoppers, “Ethnicity, Genealogy, Geography, and Change: The Judean Communities of Babylon and 
Jerusalem in the Story of Ezra,” in Community Identity in Judean Historiography: Biblical and Comparative 
Perspectives (eds. Gary N. Knoppers and Kenneth A. Ristau; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2009), 149-171;  
James Richard Linville, Israel in the Book of Kings: The Past as a Project of Social Identity (JSOTSup 272; eds. 
David J. A. Clines and Philip R. Davies; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1998), 16-73; Raymond F. Person, 
Jr., “Identity (Re)formation as the Historical Circumstances Required,” in Historiography and Identity 
(Re)formulation in Second Temple Historiographic Literature (ed. Louis Jonker; LHBOTS 534; eds. Claudia V. 
Camp and Andrew Mein; New York: T & T Clark, 2010), 113-121; Dalit Rom-Shiloni, Exclusive Inclusivity: 
Identity Conflicts Between the Exiles and the People who Remained (6th-5th Centuries BCE) (LHBOTS 543; eds. 
Claudia V. Camp and Andrew Mein; New York: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2013), 5-29.  Davies’ now 
classic assertion that Genesis through Kings represents the literary cooption of local traditions to 
create a new social identity for the immigrant elite of the Persian province of Yehud pushes this 
perspective to its most extreme ends, but his desire to find a function for the text rooted in the 
communal needs specific to a particular historical moment is surely warranted.  Philip R. Davies, In 
Search of ‘Ancient Israel’ (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1999), 108-127.   
42 Kenton L. Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel: Prolegomena to the Study of Ethnic Sentiments 
and Their Expression in the Hebrew Bible (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1998), 316. 
43 Frank Crüsemann, “Human Solidarity and Ethnic Identity: Israel’s Self-Definition in the 
Genealogical System of Genesis,” in Ethnicity and the Bible (ed. Mark G. Brett; Biblical Interpretation 
Series 19; eds. R. Alan Culpepper and Rolf Rendtorff; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996), 64-65. 
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the pivotal articulation of the Israelite tribes’ shared identity as the sons of Jacob in 

Gen 49 may in fact date to this period as well.44  In this ideological and historical 

context, the polysemic ability of אח to communicate multiple meanings served 

scribal needs perfectly, by facilitating the reorientation of preserved 

representations of inter-group political relationships to a developing conception of 

“Israelite” identity that asserted the people’s shared kinship through a specific, 

static genealogy.  As a result of my study, it may be necessary to approach the 

function and placement of the Jacob story, with its structurally detailed description 

of the eponyms’ fraternal relationships, as an elaborate case of “revision through 

introduction” designed to fix the meaning of all subsequent references to Israelite 

tribal “brotherhood.” 

In sum, the polysemic character of אח makes it an ideal focal point for scribal 

intervention.  This is especially true in a communal context that saw the 

development of new articulations of collective identity following institutional and 

political upheaval.  Consequently, as I will show in the present dissertation, 

analytical focus on אח in Israelite inter-group relations carries significant potential 

for understanding transformations in the notion of what it meant to be “Israel” as 

they manifest themselves in the compositional layers of particular texts.  Moreover, 

marked attention to this unassuming Hebrew term provides a more nuanced vision 

of the processes of biblical composition in general.   

                                                 
44 For more on this argument, see my discussion in Chapter 3, and Jean-Daniel Macchi, Israël et ses 
tribus selon Genèse 49 (OBO 171; eds. Othmar Keel and Christoph Uehlinger; Fribourg: Editions 
Universitaires, 1999), 138-139. 
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Theory and Methodology 

From a methodological standpoint, I approach the project described above 

through the archaeological metaphor of an ancient wall that was reused through 

separate phases of occupation at a site.  In each subsequent stage, portions of the 

wall remain, but are exploited in new and different architectural contexts.  

Similarly, I will show that the language of tribal “brotherhood” has survived through 

multiple phases of textual deposition in the formation of particular biblical passages, 

but recontextualized in order to correspond with changing conceptions of the 

relationship between the Israelite tribes.  To do this, I will compare the use of אח in 

the distinct setting of Israelite inter-group relations with cognate terms in similar 

interactive situations from Mari, thereby revealing the text’s semantic stratigraphy.   

This methodology is inherently comparative, and raises numerous questions 

concerning lines of literary dependence between separate portions of the biblical 

corpus, as well as this body of texts’ chronological relationship with external sources 

from Mari.   

First, it is widely recognized that the Hebrew Bible is a “mutually 

interpreting or dialogical collection of texts,” abounding in examples of large and 

small scale literary parallels throughout its constituent books.45  Yet, while the 

existence of textual connections, and even inner-biblical exegesis, is largely 

undisputed, determining the nature of these connections raises complicated 

                                                 
45 Steve Moyise, “Intertextuality and Historical Approaches to the Use of Scripture in the New 
Testament” in Reading the Bible Intertextually (eds. Richard B. Hays, Stefan Alkier, and Leroy A. 
Huizenga; Waco: Baylor University, 2009), 24. 
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questions: “Do texts A and B exhibit a direct literary relationship?  What are the 

necessary conditions for positing such dependence?  Once such a genetic 

relationship is reasonably established, which text serves as the source for the other’s 

reformulation?  What are the criteria for ascertaining the direction of dependence 

between such texts?”46  Identifying a connection between passages becomes even 

more challenging when the relationship rests in a shared idea, rather than a 

common text.  

In spite of these difficulties, scholars have noted several features indicative 

of the relative literary relationship between similar biblical passages.  For instance, 

based on empirical evidence regarding the transmission history of four late editions 

of the Pentateuch (i.e. 4QpaleoExod, the Samaritan Pentateuch, 4Q “Reworked 

Pentateuch,” and the Temple Scroll), Carr has proposed six criteria for determining 

a biblical text’s dependence on a parallel passage. 

1) Verbally parallels that text and yet includes substantial pluses vis-à-vis that 
text. 

2) Appears to enrich its parallel (fairly fully preserved) with fragments from 
various locations in the Bible (less completely preserved) 

3) Includes a plus that fills what could have been perceived as an apparent gap 
in its parallel. 

4) Includes expansive material in character speeches, particularly theophanic 
speech. 

5) Has an element which appears to be an adaptation of an element in the 

other text to shifting circumstances/ideas. 47 

                                                 
46 Jeffrey Stackert, Rewriting the Torah: Literary Revision in Deuteronomy and the Holiness Legislation (FAT 
52; eds. Bernd Janowski, Mark S. Smith, and Hermann Spieckermann; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 
22.  Fishbane has produced a wealth of scholarship on the types and forms of inner-biblical exegesis.  
He argues that this ancient interpretation generally arose “out of a practical crisis of some sort – the 
incomprehensibility of a word or a rule, or the failure of the covenantal tradition to engage its 
audience.”  Michael Fishbane, “Inner Biblical Exegesis: Types and Strategies of Interpretation in 
Ancient Israel,” in Midrash and Literature (ed. Geoffrey H. Hartman and Sanford Budick; New Haven: 
Yale University, 1986), 34.  See also ibid, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1985). 
47 David Carr, “Method in Determination of Direction of Dependence: An Empirical Test of Criteria 
Applied to Exodus 34, 11-26 and its Parallels” in Gottes Volk am Sinai: Untersuchungen zu Ex 32-34 und Dtn 
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Carr’s work is focused on the more narrow relationship between strata of the 

Pentateuch, but his observations remain useful for a broader analysis of textual 

connections between portions of the biblical corpus.  In the analyses I undertake 

later in the dissertation, I use Carr’s criteria as a rough guide for determining textual 

relationships, while allowing the particularities of each biblical text determine the 

most profitable avenue of examination.48  With regards to the Inter-Group אח Texts, 

my investigation pays close attention to textual pluses in related passages that 

clarify the situated meaning of the word “brother.” 

 Yet, extended portions of parallel text are not available for determining 

relative relationships between biblical passages in most cases.  Moreover, the 

usefulness of this methodology for determining conceptual, or traditional, 

dependence is unclear in light of the potential for atextual cultural or ideological 

influences.  As a result, my examination will also concentrate on numerical, 

sequential, syntactic, and terminological echoes.   

Second, it is necessary to stress that, just as in archaeology, the isolation of a 

term’s use and reuse in textual layers only provides a relative chronology of the 

semantic stratigraphy.  As a result, my comparison of אח’s use in biblical passages 

regarding inter-group relations and Akkadian texts from the early second 

millennium site of Mari merely indicates these corpora’s mutual participation in a 

                                                 
9-10 (eds. Mattias Köckert and Erhard Blum; Veröffentlichungen der Wissenschaftlichen Gesellschaft 
für Theologie 18; Gütersloh: Kaiser/Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2001), 126. 
48 In this sense, my analysis of the relationship between the Inter-Group אח Texts and the conception of 
the twelve-tribe collective is informed by Stackert’s methodology in his study of the Holiness 
Legislation’s literary revision of the Deuteronomic and Covenant collections.  Stackert, Rewriting the 
Torah, 25-26.   
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widespread and institutionalized form of ancient Near Eastern political discourse; it 

is not an argument for the early date of particular biblical passages.  In fact, 

additional evidence from elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible and the ancient Near East 

highlights the continuing salience of this political discourse among scribal circles in 

Judah and beyond well into the post-monarchic period of early Jewish history.  

Therefore, it would be irresponsible to interpret representational dissonance related 

to fraternal descriptions of the Israelite tribes as proof of the Bible’s inclusion of 

ancient sources dating from the early 1st or late 2nd millennium BCE.  Nevertheless, it 

is entirely possible that the textual layers I isolate in the dissertation reflect genuine 

written traditions and cultural memories of the so-called “Israelite tribes” as a 

shifting and aggregative alliance of politically independent peoples, particularly 

from regions that historically belonged to the Northern Kingdom of Israel.49  In fact, 

the recontextualized representation of Israelite inter-group political independence 

that I bring to light in the dissertation corresponds with several recent 

anthropologically and sociologically informed studies of “Early Israel,” which have 

                                                 
49 By “genuine tradition,” I adopt Hobsbawm and Renger’s definition of such phenomena as ritualized 
practices that stand in continuity with contemporary institutions.  E. J. Hobsbawm,” Introduction: 
Inventing Traditions” in The Invention of Tradition (eds. E. J. Hobsbawm and Terence O. Renger; 
Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1992), 7-8.  Thus, being “genuine” is not a judgment of the 
tradition’s historicity, simply its chronological connection to actual social practices.  Fleming 
thoughtfully articulates this concept’s application to narrative, writing that “the connected narrative 
of Israel’s origins and experience, leading to the prominence of Judah, serves to build an identity 
from the authority of the past.  The reader faces issues similar to those found with tradition-based 
practice, in part because the practices studied by Hobsbawm and the others are rationalized by 
narratives.”  Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 307.  In this same work, Fleming isolates the 
elements of Israelite, as opposed to Judahite, traditions in the biblical record.  In particular, he notes 
that only in Israel was there a conception of the people’s “constitution as an association of tribes…, 
which once represented viable decision-making units, as portrayed variously in the book of Judges.”  
Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 27. 
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stressed this group’s incorporation of originally distinct peoples since the late 

1980s.50 

Previous studies have shown the value of the methodology I described above 

for the study of biblical composition.  In particular, my focus on a single Hebrew 

term’s referential intent, and the corresponding implications for the diachronic and 

synchronic relationship between portions of the biblical corpus, finds a parallel in 

Römer’s influential 1990 study Israels Väter.  Similar to my own methods, the author 

focuses his investigation on the meaning of a single Hebrew term in a particular 

context of use, arguing that it communicated a different sense in its original textual 

setting, but that subsequent scribes recontextualized the traditions that contained 

this terminology in order to bring them into correspondence with a later vision of 

Israel’s past.  In this case, Römer examines use of the word אבות (ʼăbôt; “fathers”) in 

the Pentateuch and the Deuteronomistic History.  After “excavating the text” by 

meticulously examining every occurrence of אבות in these literary units and 

identifying signs of scribal intervention in surrounding passages, he concludes that 

“the Deuteronomist used the title of ‘fathers’ in a different way than modern 

exegetes.  אבות could indicate a number of generations in [Deuteronomistic] texts, 

                                                 
50 For example: Robert B. Coote and Keith W. Whitelam, The Emergence of Early Israel in Historical 
Perspective (Sheffield: Almond, 1987), 135-136; Ze’ev Herzog, “The Beer-Sheba Valley: From Nomadism 
to Monarchy” in From Nomadism to Monarchy: Archaeological & Historical Aspects of Early Israel (eds. Israel 
Finkelstein and Nadav Na’aman; Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi, 1994), 148;  Ann E. Killebrew, “The 
Emergence of Ancient Israel: The Social Boundaries of a ‘Mixed Multitude’ in Canaan” in “I will Speak 
the Riddles of Ancient Times”: Archaeological and Historical Studies in Honor of Amihai Mazar on the Occasion 
of His Sixtieth Birthday (Vol. 2; eds. Aren M. Maeir and Pierre de Miroschedji; Winona Lake: 
Eisenbrauns, 2006), 566; Avi Ofer, “‘All the Hill Country of Judah’: From a Settlement Fringe to a 
Prosperous Monarchy”  in From Nomadism to Monarchy: Archaeological & Historical Aspects of Early Israel 
(eds. Israel Finkelstein and Nadav Na’aman; Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi, 1994), 117. 
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but not the Patriarchs.”51  Likewise, I conclude in the present dissertation that אח 

carried a specific situated meaning in the context of political discourse, which 

marked groups and individuals of parity status as “complimentary others,” binding 

the separate parties in a relationship that incorporated obligations of reciprocal 

non-aggression and general supportive behavior.  Moreover, just as biblical scribes 

exploited the semantic scope of the Hebrew term אבות to reorient its referential 

intent, I will demonstrate that the polysemic nature of אח also provided editorial 

means and opportunity for scribes to retain certain textual traditions after bringing 

them into conformity with the twelve-tribe system and a rigid descent-based 

ideology of Israelite identity.      

My examination of Akkadian sources in the dissertation’s analysis of אח also 

place it in close methodological company with Richter’s The Deuteronomistic History 

and the Name Theology.  In this monograph, the author uses extra-biblical evidence to 

offer a new interpretation of the Hebrew phrase לשכן שמו שם (lĕšakkēn šĕmô šām) that 

undercuts “the hermeneutic paradigm embodied in the Name Theology as applied to 

the mode of divine presence at the cult site in the [Deuteronomistic History].”52  

More specifically, Richter identifies the contextual, linguistic, and historical 

connection between the monumental Akkadian idiom šuma šakānu and the biblical 

phrase 53.לשכן שמו שם  Having done this, she is able to trace scribal reuse and 

                                                 
51 “…die Deuteronomisten den Vätertitel anders verwenden als die heutigen Exegeten.  Die אבות in den 
dtr Texten können eine Vielzahl von Generationen bezeichnen, aber gerade nicht die Patriarchen.” 
Thomas Römer, Israels Väter (OBO 99; ed. Othmar Keel; Göttingen: Vanderhoeck & Ruprecht, 1990), 
568. 
52 Sandra L. Richter, The Deuteronomistic History and the Name Theology: lešakkēn šemô šām in the Bible and 
the Ancient Near East (BZAW 318; ed. Otto Kaiser; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2002), 39. 
53 Richter, The Deuteronomistic History and the Name Theology, 133-134. 
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adaptation of this lexical artifact through diachronically separate layers of textual 

composition, just as I do for אח in the context of inter-group relations.  

An acute appreciation of context’s role in the construction of linguistic 

meaning, and the ways scribes can alter contexts in the transmission of textual 

traditions, stands behind all these studies, as well as my own investigation.  

Discourse analysis provides a theoretical basis for this methodological assumption.  

Despite its varied and ill-defined nature within the field of linguistics, all discourse 

analysis shares a common interest in understanding “language above the 

sentence.”54  Consequently, linguists engaged in discourse analysis are marked by 

their interest in “context.”  This context can be limited to appreciation of the 

utterance or narrative that surrounds the discourse, or can extend to its larger 

cultural setting and function.  In this way, discourse analysis seeks to identify the 

specific meanings of words and phrases in particular contexts of use, or what Gee 

terms “situated meanings.” 55  

Nevertheless, it is vital to note that although the argument for context’s role 

in determining linguistic meaning informs the present study, the dissertation does 

not constitute a discourse analysis.  Rather, I merely look to this discipline for a more 

specific analytical vocabulary in the discussion of context’s role in the 

determination of meaning.  As a result, the following study will show that 

understanding the intimate relationship between context and language can yield 

new, more nuanced interpretations of particular biblical passages.  More specifically, 

                                                 
54 Deborah Schiffrin, Approaches to Discourse (Cambridge: Blackwell, 1994), 22. 
55 James Paul Gee, An Introduction to Discourse Analysis: Theory and Method (3rd Ed; New York: Routledge, 
2011), 103. 
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I will demonstrate that אח/aḫum communicated a distinct “situated meaning” in the 

context of inter-group discourse, which inherently signaled the parties’ political 

independence. 

 

The Mari Archives 

Although I utilize a large and varied body of ancient Near Eastern sources in 

the present dissertation, I previously noted that comparative evidence from the 

Mari archives is singularly important for my reinterpretation of the origin and 

development of Israelite tribal “brotherhood.”  This fact results from the Mari 

archive’s detailed, insider description of tribal interests and actions that are situated 

outside an exclusively urban political framework.  This situation is unique among 

archives recovered from Mesopotamia and Syria.  As Fleming writes, no other 

collection of tablets offers scholars such a detailed window into the “complex world 

of far-flung tribal affiliations that pertain to both settled and mobile ‘nomadic’ 

peoples, and to those both at the fringe and at the hub of political power and its 

fortified palace centers” in the ancient Near East.56  Thus, when endeavoring to 

understand the representation of inter-group “brotherhood” in the Hebrew Bible 

from a contextual perspective, the Mari archives provide the only sizeable body of 

comparative evidence that bears significant witness to ancient Near Eastern tribal 

relations in action. 

                                                 
56 Daniel E. Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors: Mari and Early Collective Governance (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University, 2004), 9. 
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In order to contextualize my use of these sources, I will provide a brief 

overview of the region’s history during the Old Babylonian period (ca. 1800-1760 

BCE) below, identifying the significant groups, political figures, and cities discussed 

later in the dissertation.  Furthermore, by placing texts from Mari and the Hebrew 

Bible in dialogue, my dissertation implicitly engages a lengthy and heated debate 

within biblical scholarship over this comparison’s legitimacy.  In order to respond to 

these criticisms, I will show below that the renewed publication of texts from Mari 

under the direction of Durand has brought to light a number of important details 

that suggest the appropriateness and value of responsible comparisons between 

biblical texts and Mari sources.   

 

Historical Overview of Mari during the Old Babylonian Period 

 Situated along the east bank of the Euphrates River near the modern border 

between Syria and Iraq, the site of Tell Hariri, known in ancient times as Mari, was 

an administrative center and royal city that remained continuously settled from the 

beginning of the 3rd to the beginning of the 2nd millennium BCE.57  In fact, the various 

phases of Syro-Mesopotamian history during this time span are well-represented at 

the site, including the Early Dynastic period (ca. 2800-2300 BCE), the Akkadian 

period (up to the reign of Naram-Sin; ca. 2300 BCE),  the Šakkanakkū period 

(contemporaneous with the Ur III period; 2200-1900 BCE), and the Old Babylonian 

period (ca. 1800-1760 BCE).  While each of these occupational phases has produced 

significant finds, the final stage (representing the early 2nd millennium BCE) is the 

                                                 
57 Jean-Claude Margueron, “Mari,” OEANE 3:413. 
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best understood, and constitutes the backdrop of the inter-group discourse between 

named peoples I examine later in the dissertation.  The detailed scholarly knowledge 

of this age relies in large part on the more than 20,000 administrative and epistolary 

documents preserved by Hammurabi of Babylon’s complete destruction of the 

palace and related structures in ca. 1760 BCE.58  

 These textual sources, in combination with material remains, provide a 

remarkably vibrant picture of the political vicissitudes of Mari and its relationship to 

other regional powers during this short stretch of time.  Yet, in spite of their colorful 

depiction of a past world, the Mari texts present significant interpretive difficulties.  

As is typical of clay tablets, documents from Mari were particularly susceptible to 

damage effacing the beginning and end of texts.  These are precisely the sections 

that would provide the names of the letters’ writers and the identities of their 

addressees, complicating reconstructions of diachronic and synchronic relationships 

between separate texts, and even fragments of the same letters.59  Furthermore, the 

correspondence assumes a significant amount of prior knowledge on the part of the 

reader, utilizing phrases and terminology with nuances modern scholars may have 

yet to fully comprehend.60  I bear witness to this fact through my reinterpretation of 

aḫum’s situated meaning in representations of inter-group relations from Mari in the 

chapters to follow. 

                                                 
58 Jean-Claude Margueron, “Mari (Archaeology),” ABD 4:528. 
59 Heimpel provides a detailed, but concise discussion of the difficulties in interpretation related to 
the physical condition of the Mari tablets.  Wolfgang Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari: A New 
Translation, with Historical Introduction, Notes, and Commentary (Mesopotamian Civilizations 12; ed. 
Jerrold S. Cooper; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2003), 6-7.    
60 Domonique Charpin and Nele Ziegler, Mari et le proche-orient à l’époque amorrite: essai d’histoire 
politique (FM V; Mémoires de N.A.B.U. 6; Paris: SEPOA, 2003), 18; Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari, 7. 
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Despite these difficulties, prosopographic analysis has allowed researchers to 

build a convincing chronology of the letters, placing them alongside additional texts 

and material remains from other sites in Syro-Mesopotamia.61  My analysis of 

particular letters from the archive and their details is only possible thanks to this 

scholarly work.  Regrettably, the available evidence does not explain how Mari 

transitioned from the fortified administrative center of the Šakkanakkū line of rulers, 

whose origins lay with the governors “who directed the city for the benefit of the 

kings of Akkad,” to the seat of a separate monarchic line.62  This shift must be 

understood within the context of political changes throughout Mesopotamia and 

Syria, which saw the dissolution of the Sumerian state under the Third Dynasty of Ur 

in southern Babylonia.  Interpretations of these events have often asserted that the 

influx of a new population named the “Amorrites” caused, or accelerated, this 

process.  However, researchers are now questioning the meaning of this group’s 

name, as well as their role in the history of early second-millennium Mesopotamia.  I 

will present this argument in Chapter 3.  In the present context, it is enough to note 

that the name “Amorrites” remains a common designation for the tribal peoples and 

royal lines that emerge as significant players in Old Babylonian Mesopotamia in 

general and at Mari in particular.  

  During this period, four named peoples stand out in the sources as especially 

important in the political landscape of Mari: the Yaminites, Sim’alites, Numḫa, and 

Yamutbal.  These groups represent populations that transcended the boundaries of 

                                                 
61 For an overview of supplemental archives and archaeological evidence, see: Charpin and Ziegler, 
Mari et le proche-orient à l’époque amorrite: essai d’histoire politique, 20-27. 
62 Margueron, “Mari,” 3:415. 
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the ālum- mātum, or “city center-ruled population” political structure of the day.63  In 

addition, each of these groups is marked by its inclusion of large, mobile pastoralist 

components, in combination with settled residents in towns.64  The scholarly 

literature frequently describes these peoples typologically as “tribes, “tribal 

groups,” or “tribal confederacies.”   I too will adopt this terminology for the present 

study, but will discuss the challenges inherent to its use below.   

  The Sim’alite king Yaḫdun-Lim established the relationship between his 

monarchic line and the site of Mari in ca. 1810 BCE, making it the fortified 

administrative center of their mātum.65  Yaḫdun-Lim emphasized this fact in his royal 

titulature, describing himself as “king of Mari and the land of the Sim’alites” (lugal 

ma-ri[ki] ù ma-at dumu si-im-[a-al]).66  Additional sources indicate that Yaḫdun-Lim 

                                                 
63 Daniel E. Fleming, “Kingship of City and Tribe Conjoined: Zimri-Lim at Mari,” in Nomads, Tribes, and 
the State in the Ancient Near East: Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives (ed. Jeffrey Szuchman; Oriental Institute 
Seminars 5; ed. Leslie Schramer and Thomas G. Urban; Chicago: University of Chicago, 2009), 229.  
Fleming has challenged a translation of mātum as “kingdom,” and states that the mātum should be 
understood as a ruled population, which was conceived as separate from a king and his 
administrative center. Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 232.  When identifying a delegation or 
group of people by mātum, an adjectival construction was used that incorporated the gentilic form of 
the mātum’s name, and was often proceeded by the determinatives lú and meš. For example: l[ú]-
me[š] i-da-ma-ra-ṣa-yiki (“the Ida-maraṣites,” ARM XXVII 135: 15), and lú-meš ká-dingir-raki (“the 
Babylonians,” ARM XXVI 255: 6).  CAD s.v. ālu.  Within the Mari archives, individuals could be 
identified solely on the basis of their residence, without use of a personal name.  This was done by 
preceding the gentilic form of the settlement’s name with the determinative lú.  For example, one 
reads: lú qa-aṭ-ṭu-na-na-yaki (“the Qaṭṭunanite,” ARM I 7:29).  This construction also appears with the 
plural determinative meš to identify either the citizenry of a town as a whole in collective action, or 
some portion of it.  For example: lú-meš ter-qa-ik[i] (“the Terqa-ites,” ARM II 99: 28).  For a discussion of 
orthographies related to towns and their populations, as well as their collective representation in the 
texts from Mari, see: Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 180-190. 
64 A.1098, which I cite later in the dissertation, stands as particularly clear evidence of this fact.  See 
Miglio’s discussion of the text in Adam Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign of 
Zimrī-Līm” (PhD diss., The University of Chicago, 2010), 82.  Texts from Mari indicate that the term 
ḫibrum signified this mobile pastoralist population, especially for the Yaminites.  However, there is 
currently no evidence that this word ever described Sim’alite mobile herdsmen.  Fleming, Democracy’s 
Ancient Ancestors, 99. 
65 Interestingly, Yaḫdun-Lim never celebrates conquering Mari in any known inscription, raising 
questions over how he gained control of the site.  Charpin and Ziegler, Mari et le proche-orient, 37.  
66 Dominique Charpin and Jean-Marie Durand, “«Fils de Sim’al»: les origines tribales des rois de Mari,” 
RA 80 (1986): 152. 
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defined his kingdom territorially as the area between the sites of Mari and Tuttul 

along the Euphrates River, while equally asserting rule over the Sim’alites as a 

mobile population.67  Though the details of this ruler’s reign are ill-understood, 

Yaḫdun-Lim’s political ambitions led him as far north as the Habur River basin, 

where he concluded a treaty with the king of Ida-maraṣ.  His dealings in this region 

resulted in direct conflict with Samsi-Addu.  This powerful figure had already taken 

control of a large territory that extended north of Ekallatum to the eastern Habur 

Triangle, where he made the site of Šeḫna (renamed Šubat-Enlil) his royal 

administrative center.68  Within the context of continued conflict with Samsi-Addu 

on his northern flank, Yaḫdun-Lim stabilized his realm by concluding treaties with 

his most powerful western and eastern neighbors: Yamḫad and Ešnunna.  During the 

remainder of his reign, it appears that Yaḫdun-Lim suppressed a revolt by three 

Yaminite peoples, eventually reaching an accord with their rulers.69 

  Despite Yaḫdun-Lim’s success, his dynasty’s control of Mari was soon 

interrupted.  Following the king’s death in ca. 1794 BCE, his son Sumu-Yamam took 

control of the throne of Mari, but was assassinated in less than two years of rule by 

his own officials.70  Samsi-Addu, Yaḫdun-Lim’s northern non-Sim’alite rival, 

subsequently took control of Mari and its affiliated territory along the Euphrates.71  

With the capture of Mari, this king now ruled “an area from Assur on the Tigris in 

                                                 
67 3) lugal ma-riki 4) tu-ut-tulki 5) ù ma-at ḫa-na (RIME 4: 602/1).  See discussion in Charpin and Ziegler, 
Mari et le proche-orient, 37.  
68 Ibid., 38. 
69 Ibid., 42. 
70 Ibid., 49. 
71 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 10. 
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the east to Tuttul on the Balikh in the west.”72  Thus, Samsi-Addu’s dominion 

included the entire region north of Babylonia, leading scholars to dub his state the 

“Kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia.”73  Interestingly, after conquering Mari Samsi-

Addu preferred to keep the palace empty, leaving the site with no major 

administrative figure.74  Only ten years later did the king, now in old age, decide to 

reorganize the internal structure of his kingdom by placing his elder son Išme-

Dagan on the throne of Ekallatum, his younger son Yasmaḫ-Addu on the throne of 

Mari, and allowing himself to remain on the throne of Šubat-Enlil.75  While he was 

alive, this structure effectively integrated Samsi-Addu’s massive domain, and 

Yasmaḫ-Addu ruled Mari with “full royal status” for eight years.76 

  However, neither Išme-Dagan nor Yasmaḫ-Addu was able to prevent the 

fracturing of their father’s kingdom after his death.  Yasmaḫ-Addu quickly lost Mari 

and its affiliated territories to a Sim’alite coalition, which placed Zimri-Lim on its 

throne.77  This figure, who claimed to be the son of Yaḫdun-Lim but was more likely 

his nephew or grandson, ruled Mari for a little more than thirteen years.78  His reign 

is the most-well-documented of the kings of Mari, and represents the monarchic 

                                                 
72 Marc van de Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East, ca. 3000-323 BC (Malden: Blackwell, 2007), 107. 
73 Van de Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East, 107. 
74 Charpin and Ziegler, Mari et le proche-orient, 80. 
75 Ibid., 80-81. 
76 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 10. 
77 Importantly, it is not Zimri-Lim that leads the conquest of Mari, but rather the powerful Sim’alite 
mer‘um Bannum. Charpin and Ziegler, Mari et le proche-orient, 175-176.  
78 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 11.  A web of interlocking textual evidence indicates that 
Zimri-Lim’s mother and father were Addu-duri and Ḫadni-Addu. For an overview of this material, see 
Dominique Charpin and Jean-Marie Durand, “La prise du pouvoir par Zimri-Lim,” in MARI 4 (Paris: 
Éditions Recherche sur les civilisations, 1985), 337-338.  It is entirely possible that Dadi-ḫadnu was the 
brother of Addu-duri, whom King Yaḫdun-Lim secured as the wife of his brother Ḫadni-Addu in order 
to alleviate tensions between the Sim’alites and the Yaminite controlled settlement of Abattum.  
Jean-Marie Durand, “Documents pour l’histoire du royaume de haute-mesopotamie II,” in MARI 6 
(Paris: Éditions Recherche sur les civilisations, 1990), 295, no.55.   
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backdrop for all the letters I will examine in Chapter 3.  Zimri-Lim branded himself 

“the king of Mari and the Land of the Ḫana” (lugal ma-riki u ma-a-at ḫa-na), much as 

his predecessor Yaḫdun-Lim.  In this way, he also distinguished himself as a “nomad 

king,” by equating his mātum with his Sim’alite tribal base.79  Yet, Zimri-Lim also 

ruled a large region along the Euphrates River, known as the Aḫ Purattim, or “Bank of 

the Euphrates.”  His lack of reference to this largely settled and agrarian territory in 

the definition of his kingdom shows that it was not essential to the “core political 

identity” of his royal domain, and was actually accorded “something more like 

vassal status.”80  The Aḫ Purattim was divided into five “districts” (ḫalṣū) with their 

own administrative centers and “governors” (šāpiṭū).  The districts of Mari, Terqa, 

and Saggaratum constituted the core territory of this structure, but the more 

remote regions of Qaṭṭunan to the north and Suḫum to the south share a similar 

administrative framework.  This differed from Zimri-Lim’s mātum proper:  the 

Sim’alite Ḫana.  Within this group, “chiefs of pasture” (mer‘û) supervised the local 

“leaders” (sugāgū).81  

  During his reign, Zimri-Lim suppressed no less than two revolts by the 

Yaminites, and joined coalitions with other regional powers to resist expansionist 

military campaigns by both Ešnunna and Elam.  This activity led to a close alliance 

between Zimri-Lim and Hammurabi of Babylon.82   However, Hammurabi took 

advantage of the political landscape’s realignment following Elam’s retreat from the 

                                                 
79 Fleming, “Kingship of City and Tribe Conjoined,” 231. 
80 Ibid., 235. 
81 For details on the political function of these offices, see Fleming’s discussion in Democracy’s Ancient 
Ancestors, 63-83. 
82 Charpin and Ziegler, Mari et le proche-orient, 220-222. 



 

  33 

 

region, and quickly moved to extend the boundaries of his realm.  This ambition led 

the Babylonian king to attack and conquer the kingdom of Larsa to his south, 

followed by Ešnunna to the north, and eventually Mari to the west.  The texts 

available to scholars today from Mari are a direct by-product of these military 

activities.  After capturing the city, Hammurabi appears to have directed the 

cataloguing and examination of archives left in the Mari palace by Zimri-Lim.  It is 

assumed that any texts of interest to him and his scribes were systematically 

removed, while the rest were buried in the palace’s fiery destruction, where they 

patiently awaited discovery until 1934 CE.83 

TABLE 0.1. The Kings of Mari in the Old Babylonian Period (ca. 1800-1760 BCE) 

Yaḫdun-Lim (ca. 1810-1794 BCE) Establishes Mari as the fortified administrative center of 
the Sim'alite "Lim-Dynasty." 

Sumu-Yaman (ca.1793-1792 BCE)  Yaḫdun-Lim’s Son; Assassinated after less than two 
years of rule. 

Samsi-Addu (ca. 1792-1782 BCE) Ruler of the Kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia and 
Yaḫdun-Lim's major political rival.  Controled Mari 
from his seat of power at Šubat-Enlil/Šeḫna.  

Yasmaḫ-Addu (ca. 1782-1775 
BCE) 

Son of Samsi-Addu. Installed as king of Mari by his 
father as a way of centralizing his vast Kingdom in 
Upper Mesopotamia. 

Zimri-Lim (ca. 1774-1762 BCE) Nephew or grandson of Yaḫdun-Lim.  Last Sim'alite 
ruler of Mari.  Ousted by Hammurabi of Babylon, who 
eventually destroys Mari's palace and public structures. 

 

The Case for Comparative Use of Mari Texts in Biblical Studies 

When texts from Mari first appeared in publication in the early 20th century, 

scholars asserted that they shed considerable light on biblical phenomena.  While 

                                                 
83 Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari, 163. 
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comparison of certain “cultural realies” proved fruitful, certain scholars also drew 

expansive, methodologically flawed conclusions from the Mari texts that elicited 

strong critiques regarding the material’s value for Biblical Studies.84  Nevertheless, 

renewed publication of letters from Mari has brought to light a number of elements 

that show a nuanced comparison of biblical and Mari sources, one that treats the 

Akkadian texts in their own right, is warranted and enlightening. 

From the 1940s to 1970s, Albright, De Vaux and others used Mari texts to 

argue for the date and historicity of the patriarchal narratives.85  Their studies 

utilized an analogical hermeneutic that viewed similarities between economic 

strategies, customs, and personal names recorded in documents from Mari and the 

Hebrew Bible as proof of the patriarchs’ early second millennium existence in 

northern Mesopotamia and Syria. With an approach that was less focused on 

Hebrew origins, the Israeli scholar Malamat also argued for several decades in 

support of comparisons between biblical texts and evidence from Mari in a variety 

of publications, noting similarities in tribal terminology, social institutions, and 

other areas.86   

                                                 
84 Jack M. Sasson, “About ‘Mari and the Bible,’” RA 92 (1998): 112.  The study of prophecy has proven to 
be one area of lasting comparative study between the Hebrew Bible and material from the Mari 
archives.  Martti Nissinen compiles the relevant texts and provides a thorough introduction to this 
material in Prophets and Prophecy in the Ancient Near East (ed. Peter Machinist; SBLWAW 12; ed. 
Theodore J. Lewis; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), 13-95.  See also: Sasson, “About ‘Mari 
and the Bible,’” 115-121. 
85 William Foxwell Albright, From the Stone Age to Christianity: Monotheism and the Historical Process 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1940), 179-183; ibid, Yahweh and the Gods of Canaan: A Historical Analysis of 
Two Contrasting Faiths (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1994), 79; Roland de Vaux, The Early History of Israel 
(Vol. 1; trans. David Smith; London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1978), 229-233. 
86 For Example: Abraham Malamat, Mari and the Early Israelite Experience (Oxford: The British Academy, 
1989); ibid, Mari and the Bible (Studies in the History and Culture of the Ancient Near East 12; eds. B. 
Halpern and M.H.E. Weippert; Leiden: Brill, 1998). 



 

  35 

 

Nevertheless, the most striking conclusion reached by scholars examining 

the Mari archives and the Hebrew Bible was the association of the Yaminites and the 

Benjaminites.  Dossin proposed that the two groups were in fact one-in-the same 

already in 1939.87  Astour provided more evidence in support of this identification in 

his 1959 article entitled “Benê-Iamina et Jéricho.”  He notes that the name of one of 

the Yaminite tribes was Yariḫû.  He then postulated that this group was involved in 

the capture of a Canaanite city, which was later renamed “Jericho” in memory of its 

conquerors and present residents.88 

 However, by the 1970’s other scholars began to criticize the appropriateness 

and worth of comparisons between the Hebrew Bible and the Mari Letters.  In 1974, 

Thompson systematically argued against any connection between the Yaminites of 

Mari and the Benjaminites, and meticulously deconstructed the analogical use of 

Mari documents to date the biblical patriarchs.89  In 1975, Van Seters also attacked 

the analogical use of Mari texts to date the patriarchs, focusing especially on 

traditions surrounding Abraham.  He argued that examination of the available extra-

biblical evidence showed that the “nomadic” context of the patriarchs was not the 

early second millennium BCE, but rather the mid-first millennium BCE.90 

In spite of these criticisms, ongoing publication of texts from Mari under the 

direction of Durand has revealed important similarities between biblical texts and 

                                                 
87 George Dossin, “Benjaminites dans les textes de Mari” in Mélanges syriens offerts à M. René Dussaud 
(vol. 2; Paris: P. Geuthner, 1939), 981-996. 
88 M. Astour, “Benê-Iamina et Jéricho,” Semitica 9 (1959): 11-12. 
89 Thomas L. Thompson, The Historicity of the Patriarchal Narratives (New York: W. de Gruyter, 1974; 
repr. Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 2002), 65-66. 
90 John Van Seters, Abraham in History and Tradition (New Haven: Yale University, 1975), 38. 
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Mari sources, yielding new support for their comparative analysis.  Perhaps the most 

important of these details is the realization that Zimri-Lim, King of Mari, was in fact 

a member of the Sim’alite tribal confederation.91  Fleming has been an outspoken 

advocate for a cautious return to comparisons between the biblical and Mari 

materials.  In his article “Mari and the Possibilities of Biblical Memory” he writes, 

“Under Zimri-Lim, Mari is a Sim’alite tribal state that has taken over a city seat and 

adapted an administrative structure from the more mature kingdoms of Samsi-

Addu.  This situation resembles in some ways the Israelite state ruled by David 

according to the biblical narrative.” In this study, as well as others, Fleming 

emphasizes the contextual similarity and cultural connection between the early 

Israelites and the tribes of Mari.92  Greater understanding of the pastoral range and 

political structure of the Yaminite confederacy has even compelled his cautious and 

more nuanced reconsideration of a connection between this tribal group and the 

Benjaminites of biblical tradition.93    

In accordance with Fleming’s arguments for a return to the Mari archives 

within Biblical Studies, my work will not seek to date biblical narratives or 

characters based on analogy with this material, as the first generation of Mari 

scholars were inclined to do.  Additionally, I will neither defend nor refute theories 

of connections between Israelite and Mari tribal groups.  Rather, I use the Mari texts 

                                                 
91 Charpin and Durand, “Fils de Sim’al,” 150-151.  
92 Daniel E. Fleming, “Genesis in History and Tradition: The Syrian Background of Israel’s Ancestors, 
Reprise” in The Future of Biblical Archaeology: Reassessing Methods and Assumptions (eds. James K. 
Hoffmeier and Alan Millard; Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 2004), 193-232; ibid, “Mari and the 
Possibilities of Biblical Memory,” RA 92 (1998): 47. 
93 Fleming, “Genesis in History and Tradition,” 214-219; ibid, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 145-
149. 
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in the present dissertation as a means for situating references to the Israelite tribes 

as “brothers” within the cultural continuum that these peoples shared as inland, 

ancient Near Eastern pastoralists, and thereby excavate semantic stratigraphy that 

may have accumulated around the term אח in the biblical corpus. Furthermore, 

although past use of the Mari texts has focused on comparisons with the book of 

Genesis out of chronological considerations, I will show in the present dissertation 

that traditions of tribal “brotherhood” between groups that would later form Israel 

as we know it have been incorporated into a variety of biblical books, which span 

the Pentateuch and Former Prophets.  By identifying such passages, I do not suggest 

that the surrounding narratives reflect a Middle Bronze Age setting.  Rather, my 

comparison simply demonstrates the shared context of the terminology’s use. 

 

Important Concepts and Terms 

There are certain concepts and terms that appear frequently in the following 

chapters and that require comment.  Above all, it is necessary to carefully explain 

the differences between kinship, ethnicity, and genealogy.  Additionally, I will define 

my use of the terms tribe and political discourse. 

 

Kinship, Ethnicity, and Genealogy 

 An analytical focus on the symbol of “brotherhood” inevitably raises 

questions concerning notions of kinship and/or ethnic sentiments.  There is a 

pervasive assumption in biblical scholarship that genealogy defines the character 

and meaning of such relationships.  Ethnographic research that has refined 
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anthropological approaches to kinship, ethnicity, and genealogy over the past half-

century have been slow to penetrate the study of the Hebrew Bible.  Most 

importantly for the present dissertation, it is necessary to stress that kinship is a 

culturally specific construct, and that genealogies can have numerous functions 

based on their context of use.  While it is possible to exploit these ideological 

structures to maintain the social boundaries of an ethnic identity, this is only one 

potential usage.    

First, the assumed equivalence between kin terms and kinship has its roots in 

Lewis Henry Morgan’s 1871 comparative study of kinship terminologies: Systems of 

Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human Family.94  Indeed, scholars often credit this 

work with inventing the anthropological study of kinship.95  In his study, the author 

assumed that “kinship terms were directly genealogical – that they were the names 

for actual, or sometimes prior, genealogical connections.”96  Although heavily 

criticized already in his day, contemporary anthropologists nevertheless came to 

accept his union of kinship and kinship terminology as a single arena of research.  

However, this focus led to decades of debate surrounding the so-called “true 

meaning” of kinship terms, which eventually resulted in a wide-spread disavowal of 

the genealogical approach to the study of kinship and kinship terminology in the 

                                                 
94 Lewis H. Morgan, Systems of Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human Family (Smithsonian 
Contributions to Knowledge 213; Washington, D.C.: The Smithsonian Institution, 1871). 
95 Gillian Feeley-Harnik, “The Ethnography of Creation: Lewis Henry Morgan and the American 
Beaver” in Relative Values: Reconfiguring Kinship Studies (eds. Sarah Franklin and Susan McKinnon; 
Durham and London: Duke University, 2001), 54; Thomas R. Trautmann, Lewis Henry Morgan and the 
Invention of Kinship (Berkeley: University of California, 1987), 4. 
96 Elman R. Service, Primitive Social Organization: An Evolutionary Perspective (New York: Random House, 
1962), 185. 
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1990s as an imposition of western biological assumptions concerning the natural 

process of procreation.97  For that reason, the focus of contemporary kinship studies 

has shifted from “structure to process, from the objective science to the epistemic 

science, and from the part to the whole.”98  According to this change in 

                                                 
97 Ladislav Holy, Anthropological Perspectives on Kinship (London: Pluto, 1996), 143.  For more on this 
analytic trend within Anthropology, see: Sarah Franklin and Susan McKinnon, introduction to Relative 
Values: Reconfiguring Kinship Studies (eds. Sarah Franklin and Susan McKinnon; Durham and London: 
Duke University, 2001), 6. Five main approaches to the meaning of kinship terminology developed 
during the course of the twentieth century.  The first of these held that kinship terms were “jural,” 
thereby communicating rights, duties, and obligations towards other individuals and groups.  
Radcliffe-Brown and Fortes standout as the leading advocates of this approach.   They asserted that 
the terms were essentially genealogically constricted, but also communicated behavioral 
expectations.  See:  A.R. Radcliffe-Brown, Structure and Function in Primitive Society (New York: The Free 
Press, 1965; 1st ed. 1952), 51-59; Meyer Fortes, Kinship and the Social Order: The Legacy of Lewis Henry 
Morgan (New Brunswick: Aldine Transactions, 2006), 53-59.  Service presented a somewhat different 
argument in the early 1960s, maintaining that kinship terminology identified an individual’s status 
within a social structure.  This theory understood “status” as a named social position that identified 
the “conventional attributes and roles that regulate or influence the conduct of interpersonal 
relations.” Service, Primitive Social Organization, 19.  This position differed from the “jural” 
interpretation by emphasizing the social and cultural context and function of the terminology, while 
de-emphasizing or denying its supposed genealogical foundation. Service, Primitive Social Organization, 
192.  However, the 1960’s also saw the development of a third interpretation known as the “formalist” 
position, which criticized the “jural” and “status” approaches.  Scheffler was a leading advocate of 
this approach, which emphasized genealogical constriction as the proper referential scope of kinship 
terms: “A kinship term is employed to designate a category of kinsmen; a kinsman is an individual to 
whom one (Ego) is related by genealogical connection; and genealogical connections are those 
culturally-posited relations among individuals which are presumed to be established by processes of 
conception and birth and which are held to be inalienable or congenital.” Scheffler, “Systems of Kin 
Classification,” 113.  In addition, Scheffler contends that when actors use kinship terms to denote 
individuals “not presumed to be genealogically related to the speaker,” this is actually a case of 
metaphorical extension, in which the speaker has either narrowed or expanded elements of the 
terminology’s connotations, but has not altered its true meaning. Harold W. Scheffler, “Kinship 
Semantics,” Annual Review of Anthropology 1 (1972): 319.  Symbolists such as Schneider, who argued 
that the biological elements of kinship should be understood as symbols of social relationships, 
heavily criticized the formalist approach.  David M. Schneider, “What is Kinship All About?” in Kinship 
Studies in the Morgan Centennial Year (ed. Priscilla Reining; Washington D.C.: The Anthropological 
Society of America, 1972), 59.  While this approach also received criticism, it shed significant light of 
the assumptions anthropologists brought to the study of kinship, and opened the door for a “kinship-
as-process” approach, which took into greater consideration the polysemic character and tactical 
function of kin terms, elements that also greatly problematize a jural or status-based interpretation.  
For example, see: Maurice Bloch, “The Moral and Tactical Meaning of Kinship Terms,” Man 6/1 (1971): 
80; Hirschfeld, “Kinship and Cognition, 227; Roger M. Keesing, “On Quibblings over Squabblings of 
Siblings: New Perspectives on Kin Terms and Role Behavior,” Southwestern Journal of Anthropology 25/3 
(1969): 212-213; ibid, “Simple Models of Complexity,” 19; David Zeitlyn, “Reconstructing Kinship, or, 
the Pragmatics of Kin Talk,” Man 28/2 (1993): 200. 
98 Linda Stone, “Introduction: Theoretical Implications of New Directions in Anthropological Kinship” 
in New Directions in Anthropological Kinship (ed. Linda Stone; Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001), 2. 
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anthropology’s approach to the subject, Holy has suggested a new definition of 

kinship “as a culturally specific notion of relatedness deriving from shared bodily 

and/or spiritual substance and its transmission.”99  This understanding has become 

dominant within anthropology, and I have adopted it for the present dissertation.100  

Its significance for my argument lies primarily in the structuring role that I contend 

that kinship plays in the organization and perpetuation of tribes as a form of social 

organization distinct from, but complimentary to, the state.  If kinship is a cultural 

construct, arguments for the role of “fictive kinship” in the affiliation of tribal 

groups, which privilege western notions of this concept’s biological character, must 

be abandoned, or at least given greater nuance.  

Second, the close connection between genealogy and ethnicity has played an 

important role in scholarly understandings of Israelite identity that stand at the 

core of the present dissertation.101  Most importantly, ethnographic studies of 

                                                 
99 Holy, Anthropological Perspectives on Kinship, 171.  Chapman has recently shown to what extent these 
“notions of relatedness” are culturally situated by shedding light of the role of breast milk in the 
construction of kin relationships.  See: Cynthia R. Chapman, “‘Oh that you were like a brother to me, 
one who had nursed at my mother’s breasts’: Breast Milk as a Kinship-Forging Substance,” Journal of 
Hebrew Scriptures 12 (2012): 1-41. 
100 Holy, Anthropological Perspectives on Kinship, 171.  For additional examples, see: J. Carsten, “The 
Substance of Kinship and the Heat of the Hearth: Feeding, Personhood, and Relatedness Among 
Malays in Pulau Langkawi,” American Ethnologist 22 (1995): 236-237; R. C. Kelley, Constructing Inequality: 
The Fabrication of a Hierarchy of Virtue Among the Etoro (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1993), 521-2; 
Peter P. Schweitzer, introduction to Dividends of Kinship: Meanings and Uses of Social Relatedness (ed. 
Peter P. Schweitzer; London: Routledge, 2000), 1-7; Stone, “Introduction: Theoretical Implications of 
New Directions in Anthropological Kinship,” 1-18. 
101 Wilson’s book Genealogy and History in the Biblical World remains the foundational study in this 
regard.  In the present context, it is worth noting that he viewed Gen 29:31-30:24 as the oldest 
genealogy of the Israelite tribes, deriving from the early monarchic pentateuchal JE sources.  
However, he also contended that the genealogy’s textual form suggested its separation from an active 
role in organizing group political and social relationships.  Thus, while his chronological conclusions 
are closely tied to the traditional dates of the Documentary Hypothesis, Wilson’s study continues to 
resonate with contemporary anthropological argumentation.  Wilson, Genealogy and History in the 
Biblical World, 184-195.    
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peoples from around the world have shown the frequent significance of genealogy 

for the social and political organization of tribal societies.102  Moreover, research has 

shown that ideologies of shared descent can have an important role in the emic 

process of categorization crucial to conceptions of ethnicity, a type of socially 

differentiating group identity.103  Some scholars have even gone so far as to contend 

that “some notion of shared descent may be a universal element in ethnic 

ideologies.”104   

Nevertheless, in contrast to early studies that saw them as static mental 

maps that proscribed appropriate behavior between related kin groups, researchers 

now argue that genealogies describing the relationships between named peoples 

and/or their eponymous ancestors are ideological models that legitimize and 

interpret a group’s ever-changing network of social and political associations.105  In 

other words, genealogies are descriptive, not determinative, of inter-group 

                                                 
102 Foundational publications in this regard include: E. E. Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer: A Description of the 
Modes of Livelihood and Political Institutions of a Nilotic People (Oxford: Clarendon, 1947); Meyer Fortes, 
Dynamics of Clanship Among the Tallensi (London: Oxford University, 1969); Meyer Fortes and E. E. 
Evans-Pritchard, eds. African Political Systems (London: Oxford University, 1950); etc… 
103 Following Barth’s seminal 1969 collection of essays entitled Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, it has 
become clear that ethnicity is not a bounded culture unit, but rather the means by which such a unit 
understands its own boundaries.  See: Fredrik Barth, introduction to Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The 
Social Organization of Culture Difference (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1969), 9-38. 
104 Thomas Hylland Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism (3rd ed.; London: Pluto, 2010), 81.  In his 
examination of Weber’s assumptions concerning ethnicity, Jenkins makes the following point: 
“Weber seems to be suggesting that the belief in common ancestry is likely to be a consequence of 
collective political action rather than its cause; people come to see themselves as belonging together – 
coming from a common background – as a consequence of acting together.  Collective interests thus 
do not simply reflect or follow from perceived similarities and differences between people; the active 
pursuit of collective interests does, however, encourage ethnic identification.”  Richard Jenkins, 
Rethinking Ethnicity (2nd Ed.; Los Angeles: Sage, 2006), 10; Eugene E. Roosens, Creating Ethnicity: The 
Process of Ethnogenesis (Frontiers of Anthropology 5; ed. H. Russell Bernard; Newbury Park: Sage, 1989), 
12, 16-17. 
105 Holy, Anthropological Perspectives on Kinship, 85-90. 



 

  42 

 

relations.  Numerous ethnographic studies have supported this interpretation.106  A 

classic work on the subject, and one that has received attention from contemporary 

biblical scholars, is Bohannan’s 1952 work on the Northern Nigerian people known 

as the Tiv.107  Among her many insights into the Tiv’s use of genealogy, the author 

points out that this people only appeal to genealogy in response to particular 

occasions, wherein it stands as evidence of the contemporary inter-group 

relationship’s validity.108   

As a case in point, when hostilities arose between the Kunav (a sub-group of 

the Tiv) and Udam (a non-Tiv sub-group of the Uge), the past peaceable relations 

between the Iyon (another sub-group of the Tiv) lead the local elders to cite a 

hitherto non-existent genealogical connection that linked the Tiv and Uge as the 

sons of Ikor, thereby legitimating the Iyon’s abstention from participating in the 

dispute.109  In this example, Uge’s genealogical position as the son of Ikor is only 

relevant vis-à-vis the Tiv, and is the product of speculation by genealogical 

authorities internal to Tiv society.  Bohannan never states if the Uge accepted this 

explanation for their peaceable relations with the Iyon, but the genealogical 

connection’s function within the Tiv certainly did not require it.  This particular 

event, paralleled in ethnographic research on a vast array of peoples that use 

genealogies, demonstrates that the existing state of an inter-group relationship is 

                                                 
106 For example, see:  Adam Kuper, “Lineage Theory: A Critical Retrospect,” Annual Review of 
Anthropology 11 (1982): 71-95; Emrys L. Peters, “The Proliferation of Segments in the Lineage of the 
Bedouin of Cyrenaica,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland 90/1 
(1960): 29-53; Wilson, Genealogy and History in the Biblical World, 46-54; etc… 
107 A recent influential example can be found in Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 20-22. 
108 Laura Bohannan, “A Genealogical Charter,” Africa 22/4 (1952): 308. 
109 Bohannan, “A Genealogical Charter,” 308. 



 

  43 

 

“taken as proof of a past state of affairs and of a genealogy.”110  The evidence is clear: 

genealogies do not determine inter-group relations.  Rather, they reflect and 

validate these associations through the symbol of kinship.  Moreover, these 

genealogical connections are a matter of specialist speculation that supports 

internal group ideologies, and do not require the acceptance of the other collectives 

involved in the relationship.   

  Furthermore, a genealogy’s ability to validate contemporary group 

relationships through the structural organization of ancestors means that it must 

accommodate synchronic and diachronic changes.  As a result, ethnographic studies 

are replete with examples of conflicting genealogies that actors consider accurate 

according to the specific context of their use.111  In addition, comparison between 

genealogies recorded by researchers on separate dates bears witness to significant 

changes in the genealogical positions of eponyms, a fact that is understandable from 

the perspective of shifting domestic, political, or religious associations.112  Put 

simply, the literature shows that genealogical ideologies are by nature fleeting, and 

subject to continuous change.  Therefore, it should be no surprise that “evidence for 

actual genealogical systems linked to tribal social organization is overwhelmingly 

oral.”113   Orality allows for fluidity in a genealogy’s structural details; a necessary 

                                                 
110 Ibid., 307. 
111 Wilson, Genealogy and History in the Biblical World, 47. For example, see: Fortes, The Dynamics of 
Clanship among the Tellensi, 21; Max Gluckman, Politics, Law, and Ritual in Tribal Society (Chicago: Aldine, 
1965), 271; Peters, “The Proliferation of Segments in the Lineage of the Bedouin of Cyrenaica,” 149-50; 
Philip Carl Salzman, “Does Complementary Opposition Exist?” American Anthropologist 80/1 (1978): 68; 
etc… 
112 Wilson, Genealogy and History in the Biblical World, 54. 
113 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 73. 
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element for this ideology to maintain an accurate reflection of the group’s ever-

changing relationships with other peoples.   

Finally, it is often overlooked that the need to identify a common forefather 

that two or more named peoples shared in the past underscores the same peoples’ 

separation in the present.114  In other words, genealogical associations combat 

contemporary inter-group differences by asserting past unity.  Yet, the affiliation of 

groups in this manner does not appear to necessitate their mutual adoption of an 

enduring shared identity; the ancestor merely validates a contemporary associative 

relationship.  For instance, Bohannan’s work reveals that despite the Iyon’s 

declaration that Tiv and Uge shared a common ancestor named Ikor, the Iyon 

remained a sub-group of the Tiv, and the Udam remained a sub-group of the Uge.  

They did not claim a shared identity as “Ikorites,” and the association of Tiv and Uge 

remained a piece of fragmentary knowledge that was not incorporated into the mass 

of genealogical information on the relationship of Tiv sub-groups.115 

 The significance of this ethnographic evidence for the present discussion lies 

in the separation it reveals between genealogy and ethnic identity.  It is 

unquestionable that ideologies of common descent, frequently articulated through 

the medium of genealogy, can play a significant role in the dichotomization and 

                                                 
114 Helms presents an insightful discussion of ancestors as “others.”  She describes how “first 
principle” ancestors, perceived as actors who are temporally and/or geographically separate from 
their descendant group (in Helm’s opinion, “the house” should be viewed as the fundamental social 
unit) allow for that same group’s peaceful association with outside peoples by helping create a 
category of “Like-Us-But-Other.” Mary W. Helms, Access to Origins: Affines, Ancestors, and Aristocrats 
(Austin: University of Texas, 1998), 38-39, 52-53. 
115 Bohannan, “A Genealogical Charter,” 308. 
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interaction characteristic of ethnicity as a form of identity.116  However, the 

existence of a genealogy does not equate the existence of an ethnic group.  Rather, 

genealogies may have numerous functions within a society, which in turn, may take 

different forms depending on their context of use.  These structures gain ethnic 

salience only when ascribed significance in the process of boundary maintenance 

between separate social identities, especially when external forces place pressure on 

these ascriptive boundaries or challenge their legitimacy.  On this point, Eriksen 

writes that “several factors may constitute such a perceived threat, but they are 

always related to some kind of change – migration, change in the demographic 

situation, industrialisation or other economic change, or integration into or 

encapsulation by a larger political system.”117  Ethnographic observation has shown 

that the formation of ethnic identities in such periods of rupture often involves the 

creative re-imagination of past history, and a “renarration of group identity.”118   

 In its present form, the book of Genesis describes the contours of Israel’s 

linear descent from Adam to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, at which point the line 

segments with the birth of the eponymous ancestors of the Israelite tribes in Gen 

29:31-30:24 and 35:16-21.119  This framework appears inherently ethnic, as it 

unambiguously reflects an interest in the exclusionary and inclusionary definition of 

                                                 
116 Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 29. 
117 Ibid., 81. 
118 Cornell, “That’s the Story of Our Life,” 45.  A classic study of ethnogenesis, which takes an 
unambiguously instrumentalist perspective, is Roosen’s work on the Hurons of Quebec in Creating 
Ethnicity.  Roosens, Creating Ethnicity, 45-59.   
119 Crüsemann describes the genealogies that pervade Genesis as “something like a skeleton…a stable 
framework which holds together and carries all other parts.”  Crüsemann, “Human Solidarity and 
Ethnic Identity,”60. 
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Israelite identity, which simultaneously situates Israel amongst the various 

population groups of the world, while also marking it as special and separate.120  But 

this is only the case with regard to the text’s received form.  In contrast, as I 

discussed in the dissertation’s introduction, it has become increasingly clear that the 

Hebrew Bible’s formation was a lengthy process, with many texts reaching a 

recognizable form only in the late-monarchic period or later.121  This is especially 

true of priestly writing, which betrays the greatest interest in defining Israelite 

identity genealogically.  Consequently, if Israel was organized as a collective of 

“brother” tribes at some point in its history, then the use of genealogies to organize 

and validate political, social, and cultic relationships within that society is likely, 

based on ethnographic observations.  However, due to the institutional and 

cognitive ruptures produced by the Assyrian destruction of the Israelite kingdom in 

722 BCE and the Babylonian exile of Judah in 586 BCE, we should expect to find signs 

of scribal engagement with these textual traditions, as they altered their function to 

meet new communal interests and ideologies.122 

 

Tribe and Tribalism 

                                                 
120 Karin R. Andriolo, “A Structural Analysis of Genealogy and Worldview in the Old Testament,” 
American Anthropologist 75/3 (1973):1664-1665; Crüsemann, “Human Solidarity and Ethnic Identity,” 
67-71.  
121 Carr, The Formation of the Hebrew Bible, 204-338. 
122 Mullen and Davies have proposed that this process was strategic and conscious, while Nestor has 
offered an interpretation that allows for the unconscious adoption of an Israelite ethnic identity as 
the end result of a prolonged development.  See: Davies, In Search of ‘Ancient Israel’, 112-115; Mullen, 
Ethnic Myths and Pentateuchal Foundations, 57-86; ibid, Narrative History and Ethnic Boundaries, 1-18; 
Dermot Anthony Nestor, Cognitive Perspectives on Israelite Identity (LHBOTS 519; eds. Claudia V. Camp 
and Andrew Mein; New York: T & T Clark, 2010), 216-240. 
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In the present dissertation, I consistently translate the Hebrew terms שבט 

(šēbeṭ) and מטה (maṭṭeh) as “tribe,” according to scholarly convention within Biblical 

Studies.  By contrast, I have chosen to translate the Akkadian terms used to 

designate the sub-units of the Yaminite and Sim’alite confederacies differently.  

More specifically, I translate the word li’mum as “tribe,” while rendering the word 

gayum as “division.”  In this way, I uphold Fleming’s assertion that the terms are not 

interchangeable, as the Yaminite li’mum constituted a viable political unit during the 

period of the Mari archives, while the Sim’alite gayum did not.123  I will elaborate on 

this fact in Chapter 3.  In order to highlight this difference, I have chosen to leave 

these Akkadian terms normalized in many cases, rather than translate them.  I will 

also refer to these collectives more generally as “groups” or “named peoples.” 

As reference to so-called “tribes” and “tribal groups” constitute a central 

component of my argument, it is necessary to note that scholarly debate has 

surrounded the use and meaning of these terms for decades.  As early as 1968, Dole 

wrote that “the wide variety in the meanings assigned to the term tribe, either 

explicitly or by implication, gives one the impression of individual caprice.”124  In an 

effort to isolate a workable description for the comparable analysis of “tribes,” Fried 

explored a number of the most common definitions in his 1975 monograph The 

Notion of Tribe, in which he refuted the idea that a “tribe” could be reduced to a 

breeding population, linguistic group, economic organization, war/peace unit, 

                                                 
123 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 43. 
124 Gertrude E. Dole. “Tribe as the Autonomous Unit,” in Essays on the Problem of Tribe: Proceedings of the 
1967 Annual Spring Meeting of the American Ethnological Society (ed. June Helm; Seattle and London: 
University of Washington, 1968), 83. 
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culture unit, or intermediate stage in political evolution.125  More recently, Trapper 

has deconstructed the relevance of these same approaches for understanding 

“tribes” in the Middle East.126  In particular, the notion of separation between “tribe” 

and “state” is impossible to maintain with regards to many Near Eastern polities in 

the past and present, and should rather be thought of as “two modes of thought or 

models of organization that form a single system.”  Accordingly, recognition of 

Zimri-Lim’s Sim’alite identity has dramatically altered conceptions of the 

relationship between “states” and “tribes” that had dominated scholarship on Mari 

and Old Babylonian period Mesopotamia since the influential work of Rowton on 

enclosed nomadism and dimorphic societies in the 1970s.127 

In response to these criticisms, it is vital to defend my retention of the term 

“tribe.”  My belief in the value of this word for the present study results from 

engagement with Gidden’s argument that “tribalism” is an ideology of social 

organization, complimentary to the state, which utilizes notions of kinship, 

mobility, and territory to maintain corporate relationships across space and time.128   

                                                 
125 Morton H. Fried, The Notion of Tribe (Menlo Park: Cummings, 1975), 9-10.  In the end, Fried argues 
that tribes do exist, but that they are a secondary phenomenon produced by pressure on “simple 
cultures” from “more complexly organized societies.”  Fried, The Notion of Tribe, 10. 
126 Richard Tapper, “Anthropologists, Historians, and Tribespeople on Tribe and State Formation in 
the Middle East,” in Tribes and State Formation in the Middle East (eds. Philip S. Khoury and Joseph 
Kostiner; Berkeley: University of California, 1990), 50-51. 
127 Rowton defines “enclosed nomadism” as pastoralism conducted within grazing lands encircled by 
urban settlements, thus minimizing the separation between nomadic and sedentary populations, and 
facilitating a large degree of economic and political symbiosis.  He argues that enclosed nomads 
function as an “autonomous polity” within states. M.B. Rowton, “Enclosed Nomadism,” Journal of the 
Economic and Social History of the Orient 17/1 (1974): 1-3.  See also: M.B. Rowton, “Urban Autonomy in a 
Nomadic Environment,” JNES 32/1-2 (1973): 201-215; M.B. Rowton, “Dimorphic Structure and the 
Tribal Elite,” in Al-Bahit: Festschrift Joseph Henninger zum 70. Geburtstag am 12. Mai 1976 (Fribourg: 
Anthropos-Instituts St. Augustin bei Bonn, 1976), 219-257. 
128 Anthony Giddens, A Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism (Berkeley: University of California, 
1981), 93. 
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Fleming, Porter, and Miglio have all shown through their research that this 

understanding of “tribalism” can be analytically productive when examining 

particular named peoples from the ancient Near East.129    

The textual nature of the evidence at the core of the present dissertation 

compels me to approach “tribe” and “tribalism” from another perspective as well: as 

a form of identity.  This understanding focuses on the practice of using the names of 

such groups and their constituent units for the identification and categorization of 

individuals in the Hebrew Bible and Mari archives in preference to other common 

methods of identification.  In both corpora, individuals actively created the “tribe” 

by continually organizing themselves and others according to perceived ontological 

groupings, whether for the purposes of inclusion or exclusion.  The reasons that 

compelled scribes to erect these “tribal” boundaries varied, and were likely 

dependent on the author’s position within a complex network of social, political, 

and religious relations.130  Moreover, this act of naming needs to be understood as an 

ongoing and multi-directional process of identity creation.131 Accordingly,  I will 

show later in the dissertation that the confrontation of late Judahite notions of the 

proper relationship between tribal and Israelite identities and the situated meaning 

of “brother” in ancient Near Eastern political discourse likely had a profound effect 

on the formation of particular biblical passages. 

                                                 
129  For example: Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 27-28; Miglio, “Solidarity and Political 
Authority During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 37; Porter, “Mortality, Monuments and Mobility,” 89. 
130 Eickelman, The Middle East, 127. 
131 Alexandra Georgakopoulou, “Small and Large Identities in Narrative (Inter)action,” in Discourse and 
Identity (eds. Anna De Fina, Deborah Schiffrin, and Michael Bamberg; Studies in Interactional 
Sociolinguistics 23; eds. Paul Drew et al.; Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2006), 83. 
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Political Discourse 

 In my examination of biblical and extra-biblical sources, I argue in this study 

that use of the term “brother” connoted a specific meaning in textual 

representations of ancient Near Eastern political discourse.  Yet, the role of kinship 

terms in this scribal practice raises the question of what makes this language 

“political.”  In addition, the concept of “discourse” inhabits a central position in a 

great deal of contemporary humanistic research.  As such, my use of this word 

necessitates clarification with regard to a large body of critical theory. 

 The evidence at the core of the present project exists exclusively at the level 

of written language.  This has important implications, as language is always 

political.132  That is, whenever we use language, the distribution of “social goods” are 

always at stake, and the allocation of these goods are the hallmark of politics.  Gee 

summarizes this fact in the following quote. 

Social goods are the stuff of politics.  Politics is not just about 
contending political parties.  At a much deeper level it is about 
how to distribute social goods in a society: who gets what in terms 
of money, status, power, and acceptance on a variety of different 
terms, all social goods.  Since, when we use language, social goods 
and their distribution are always at stake, language is always 
“political” in a deep sense.133 
 

Furthermore, Lakoff has shown that the use of language for the distribution of social 

goods can take place on either the inter-personal or inter-group level.134  Moreover, 

                                                 
132 Gee, An Introduction to Discourse Analysis, 7. 
133 Ibid.,  7. 
134 Robin Tolmach Lakoff, Talking Power: The Politics of Language in Our Lives (New York: BasicBooks, 
1990), 22. 



 

  51 

 

unlike the politics of inter-personal dialogue, she notes that inter-group political 

communication usually exploits specialized institutional language.135   

 Significantly, I will show in the chapters that follow that the Hebrew Bible 

and Mari archives bear witness to groups and individuals using the language of 

“brotherhood” as part of an institutionalized discourse in the distribution of social 

goods in the manner described above.  However, this fact is rarely given specific 

explication.  Therefore, it is necessary to examine the narrative that surrounds the 

identification of different named peoples as “brothers” in order to determine the 

nature of this relationship.  In many cases, this shifts my analysis away from direct 

dialogue to prose description.  Consequently, I would note that I approach the 

adjective “political” as a description of any action, interest, or statement related to 

public goals or concerning the distribution of power between groups or 

individuals.136  

 Yet, I already noted above that אח and its Akkadian cognate aḫum are kinship 

terms.  In light of this fact, it is important to realize that the relationship between 

kinship and politics has elicited a wealth of anthropological literature.137  Within the 

specific context of ancient Near Eastern studies, there is a widespread belief that 

politics were embedded within kinship relations, with blood and marriage defining 

                                                 
135 Lakoff, Talking Power, 22. 
136 My definition of “political” draws on the characteristics that Swartz, Turner, and Tuden use to 
divide “the universe into what is political and what is not.”  Marc J. Swartz, Victor W. Turner, and 
Arthur Tuden, “Political Anthropology” in The Anthropology of Politics: A Reader in Ethnography, Theory, 
and Critique (ed. Joan Vincent; Malden: Blackwell, 2002), 107. 
137 For example, see: Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer, 181; Fortes, Kinship and the Social Order, 72-75; Kuper, 
“Lineage Theory,” 71-95; Charles Lindholm, “Kinship Structures and Political Authority: The Middle 
East and Central Asia,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 28/2 (1986): 334-355.   
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the character and obligations of inter-personal associations.  In support of this 

claim, past studies have frequently pointed to the use of kinship terms in diplomatic 

communication.  I will address this issue directly in Chapter 4.  At present it is 

sufficient to point out that I do not deny that kinship played an important role in 

inter-personal and inter-group relationships in the ancient Near East.  Rather, I 

would stress that the identification inherent to the use of kin terms is itself a 

political act, as it distributes social goods with regards to the household unit.  

Expanding this practice to include relations between independent polities simply 

expands the scope of the political element already present.  Indeed, I would argue 

that kinship and politics may be no more than opposite ends of a single spectrum for 

understanding human relationships and interests.  Thus, when I define inter-group 

“brotherhood” as a political association in the present dissertation, this is a matter 

of emphasis, not of kind.  

 Beyond my argument that inter-group references to “brotherhood” in the 

Hebrew Bible and ancient Near East describe an inherently “political” relationship, I 

also identify this language as part of a particular “discourse.”  In its most general 

sense, I use the term “discourse” and the adjective “discursive” in this study to 

signify a stretch of “language-in-use”; that is, as part of an interactive 

communicative event or its narrative description.  However, “discourse” may also 

signify something far greater.  Building on the philosophical and critical writings of 

Foucault, scholars working in a broad range of disciplines have come to define 

“discourse” as a historically delimited aggregation of statements, symbols, and 

beliefs that eventually form a tradition of representation that structures subsequent 
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understanding of an object or idea.138  In accordance with this understanding of 

“discourse,” I approach the political discourse of “brotherhood” at the core of this 

study as part of a scribal paradigm rooted in the political traditions and customary 

practices of the ancient Near Eastern world to which Israel and Judah belonged.  As 

such, it simultaneously belonged to the “processes involved in determining and 

implementing public goals,” while it also structured understandings of the 

relationship it described.139  Furthermore, my analysis of ensuing engagement with 

this discourse by biblical scribes will show that this representational paradigm was 

rooted in a particular historical and geographical context, and only retained in new 

compositions in light of the productive semantic character of the terminology it 

included. 

 

Overview of the Project 

 The study that follows comprises five chapters.  Chapter 1 begins with an 

overview of the Inter-Group אח Texts and scholarly arguments concerning the nature 

and meaning of Israelite tribal “brotherhood.”  An examination of primary and 

secondary sources will then show that researchers have predominantly approached 

use of the term אח in these biblical passages as inclusionary references to the groups’ 

shared Israelite identity.  This interpretation assumes a conceptual relationship 

                                                 
138 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language (trans. A. M. Sheridan 
Smith; New York: Pantheon Books, 1972), 116-117.  Within Near Eastern Studies, Said’s definition of 
“orientalism” as a particularly damaging discourse for relations between the East and West has 
elicited decades of self-reflection and counter-criticism, while also diffusing Foucault’s ideas 
throughout the discipline.  Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 94. 
139 Swartz, Turner, and Tuden, “Political Anthropology,” 107. 
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between these isolated passages and the canonical description of Israel as a single 

people according to the twelve-tribe system.  In addition, interpretations of 

particular material evidence and epigraphic sources have supported the notion of a 

unified pre-monarchic Israelite ethnic group.  However, I will demonstrate that this 

material does not require the approach that scholars have so often used.  Indeed, 

closer analysis of the earliest reference to “Israel” outside the biblical corpus points 

to this name’s identification of a political, rather than an ethnic entity. 

 As a result of the fact that scholars have overwhelmingly approached the 

meaning of אח in the Inter-Group אח Texts as conceptually dependent on the twelve-

tribe system, I will dedicate Chapter 2 to an examination of the narratives, 

genealogies, and lists that articulate this system’s structure.  This includes the Jacob 

and Joseph stories, the tribal list tradition, and references to pan-Israelite 

“brotherhood.”  My investigation will show that this material retains textual layers 

with alternative representations of the Israelite tribes.  As a result, the twelve-tribe 

system must be considered a late ideological construct, which results from a scribal 

effort to bring received written traditions into harmony with contemporary 

understandings of Israel’s character as a single people.  Significantly, a conception of 

inter-group “brotherhood” that bound differently named peoples belongs to textual 

strata that predate this twelve-tribe framework.  Therefore, an interpretation of the 

meaning of Israelite inter-group “brotherhood” that sets aside the received 

genealogy of Jacob and his sons is necessary. 

 In an effort to locate new data for an understanding of Israelite tribal 

“brotherhood,” I will seek to find and examine similar references to peoples as 
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“brothers” from the ancient Near East in Chapter 3.  However, a summary of the 

available textual evidence reveals that the narrative and genealogical definition of 

the Israelite tribes as the particular sons of a single father is actually a unique 

composition from the ancient Near East.  Nevertheless, the Mari archives bear 

witness to certain tribal groups identifying one another or their constituent 

members as “brothers.”  Close examination of these texts will reveal that use of the 

Akkadian term aḫum in this context did not result from mutual ascription to a 

shared name or a conception of ethnic affiliation.  Rather, “brotherhood” identified 

the groups’ relationship as complimentary political “others.”  Indeed, it is possible 

to directly relate references to “brotherhood” between the Yaminites, Sim’alites, 

Numḫa, and Yamutbal with the conclusion and maintenance of tribal ḫipšum-

alliances. 

 My argument in Chapter 4 centers on a comparison of the evidence from 

Mari that I presented in Chapter 3 and the biblical Inter-Group אח Texts.  By placing 

the Akkadian and Hebrew evidence in dialogue, I will reveal the deep-seated 

linguistic and representational connections that link the two corpora, and thereby 

argue that both constitute manifestations of a widespread scribal conception of 

inter-group “brotherhood” as an associative political relationship between tribal 

groups as independent peer polities.  Obligations of reciprocal peaceful relations and 

mutual support defined this fraternal affiliation.  Interestingly, this phenomenon 

accords directly with the well-known use of the term “brother” by rulers and 

officials in diplomatic discourse from the 3rd to 1st millennium in the ancient Near 

East.  This observation underscores the fact that tribal groups utilized the same 
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symbolic vocabulary and inhabited the same political landscape as urban based 

monarchies during that time period. 

Having uncovered the original situated meaning of אח within ancient Near 

Eastern political discourse, I will turn to an analysis of the Inter-Group אח Texts of 

Judg 20:13, 23, 28, and 21:6, as well as the larger literary unit of Judg 19-21 in Chapter 

5.  This passage contains the clearest evidence of engagement with the conception of 

Israelite tribal “brotherhood.”  Therefore, I will present my analysis of this biblical 

text as a paradigmatic example, revealing aspects of scribal engagement that are 

identifiable within additional Inter-Group אח Texts, but far more difficult to define.  

Most importantly, my examination will uncover a connection between distinct 

representations of Israelite tribal “brotherhood” in these chapters and three 

separate layers in the compositional history of Judg 19-21.  Indeed, I will show that 

at its core these chapters retain the story of a war between Benjamin and Israel that 

portrayed these groups as independent peer polities.  However, the polysemic 

character of אח allowed a later scribe to incorporate this textual tradition into a new 

composition by reorienting the language away from an associative political 

relationship towards an inclusionary expression of shared Israelite identity.  

Nevertheless, anxiety over אח’s situated meaning remained, dramatically affecting 

the language and content of Judg 19-21 in its received form.  In the Conclusion, I will 

summarize my findings and identify paths for continued research. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

THE INTER-GROUP אח TEXTS AND ISRAELITE “BROTHERHOOD”  

IN PAST AND PRESENT SCHOLARSHIP 

 
Introduction 
 

Lists of the so-called “Tribes of Israel” (שבטי ישראל) appear primarily in the 

Pentateuch, with additional appearances in the books of Joshua, Judges, Ezekiel, and 

1 Chronicles.140  These lists apply a consistent set of names to the Israelite tribes: 

Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, Asher, Issachar, Zebulun, Joseph 

(subdivided into Ephraim and Manasseh), and Benjamin.   However, numerical 

variations occur in these tribal litanies, and many place the groups’ titles in differing 

orders.  I will examine these genealogies and lists in Chapter 2. While these texts 

represent supposedly comprehensive registers of the Israelite tribes, the various 

groups appear elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible as well, in texts that refer to them 

separately and in sets of varying sizes.  Among the passages that refer to two or 

more of these groups, seventeen use אח to define a relationship between them.  For 

the purpose of the present study, I have labeled this set of biblical passages the Inter-

Group אח Texts.  

                                                 
140 Kallai provides a comprehensive collection of biblical references to the tribes of Israel in his article 
“The Twelve Tribe Systems of Israel.”  He identifies the following biblical passages: Gen 29:32-
30:24/35:17, 33:1-2, 35:23-26, 46:8-25, 49:3-27, Exod 1:2-4, 6:13-26, Num 1:5-16, 1:20-43, 2:3-31, 7:12-73, 
10:14-27, 13:4-15, 26:5-50, 34:19-28, Deut 27:12-13, 33:6-25, Josh 13-19, 21:4-7, 9-38, Judg 1:2-35, 5:14-18, 
Ezek 48:1-28, 31-34, 1 Chr 2-9, 6:39b-48, 50-66, 12:25-38, 27:16-22. Zecharia Kallai, “The Twelve-Tribe 
Systems of Israel,” VT 47/1 (1997): 90.   
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TABLE 1.1 The Inter-Group אח Texts141 

Gen 49: 5  כלי חמס מכרתיהם אחיםשמעון ולוי 

  Simeon and Levi are brothers; their daggers are weapons of violence. 

Gen 49:8  ידך בערך איביך אחיךיהודה אתה יודוך 

  You are Judah, your brothers142 will praise you; your hand will be on the neck of 
your enemies 

Gen 49:26b  ברכת אביך גברו על ברכת הורי עד אחיותאות גבעת עולם תהיין לראש יוסף ולקדקד נזיר 

  
May the blessings of your father surpass the blessings of the eternal mountains, 
up to the reaches of the eternal hills, may they be on the head of Joseph, and on 
the crown of the consecrated one of his brothers. 

Num 32:6  יבאו למלחמה ואתם תשבו פה האחיכםויאמר משה לבני גד ולבני ראובן 

  And Moses said to the Gadites and Reubenites, "Will your brothers go to war 
while you dwell here?" 

Deut 3:18  ואצו אתכם בעת ההיא לאמר יהוה אלהיכם נתן לכם את הארץ הזאת לרשתה חלוצים תעברו לפני

 בני ישראל כל בני חיל אחיכם

  "And I commanded you at that time, saying 'though Yahweh your God gave you 
this land in order to take possession of it, all your warriors, those equipped for 

war, will cross over before your brothers143, the children of Israel.'" 

Deut 3:20  ככם וירשו גם הם את הארץ אשר יהוה אלהיכם נתן להם בעבר הירדן  לאחיכםעד אשר יניח יהוה

 ושבתם איש לירשתו אשר נתתי לכם

  "When Yahweh brings rest to your brothers as with you, and they too take 
possession of the land that Yahweh, your God, gave to them across the Jordan, 
then you may return to the possession that I gave to you." 

Deut 10:9  יהוה הוא נחלתו כאשר דבר יהוה אלהיך לו אחיועל כן לא היה ללוי חלק ונחלה עם 

                                                 
141 All biblical quotations in English are my own translations from the Hebrew.  K. Elliger and W. 
Rudolph, eds., Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1967). 
142 Certain passages in TABLE 1.1 do not specifically identify the אחים in question, such as Gen 49:8.  In 
this case, the text only identifies one group (i.e. Judah), while referring to this eponym’s multiple and 
ambiguous אחים.  However, the present context of v.8 clearly suggests that the reader should 
understand the other eponyms in Gen 49 as Judah’s אחים.  This is also the case in Gen 49:26b, Deut 
10:9, 18, 1-2, 33:16, 24, and Josh 1:12-15.  In each of these passages, the context identifies the eponym 
as the name of a people or polity, suggesting that the group’s ambiguous אחים should be regarded in a 
similar fashion, and indicating the passage’s character as an Inter-Group אח Text.  However, I will 
examine the possible editorial manipulation of these ambiguous references to a group’s אחים later in 
the dissertation. 
143 The discerning reader will note that Deut 3:18 does not refer to any Israelite named group.  This 
complicates identification of the actors behind the 2nd masculine plural possessive suffix attached to 
-in this verse.  However, the context clearly identifies the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and the Half אחים
Tribe of Manasseh as the possessive pronoun’s referents, while apposition marks these groups’ אחים 
collectively as the “Israelites” (בני ישראל). 
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  "Therefore, Levi has no portion or inheritance with his brothers Yahweh is his 
inheritance, as Yahweh, your God, promised him." 

Deut 18:1-2  לא יהיה לכהנים הלוים כל שבט לוי חלק ונחלה עם ישראל אשי יהוה ונחלתו יאכלון: ונחלה לא יהיה

 יהוה הוא נחלתו כאשר דבר לו אחיולו בקרב 

  The Levitical priests, the entire tribe of Levi, shall have no portion or inheritance 
with Israel; they will consume the fire offerings of Yahweh as their inheritance.  
And he will have no inheritance amongst his brothers; Yahweh is his inheritance 
as he promised him. 

Deut 33:16  אחיווממגד ארץ ומלאה ורצון שכני סנה תבואתה לראש יוסף ולקדקד נזיר 

  And from the excellence of the land, and its fullness, and the favor of the 
inhabitant of the bush; may (these things) come onto the head of Joseph, onto 
the crown of the consecrated one of his brothers. 

Deut 33:24  וטבל בשמן רגלו אחיוולאשר אמר ברוך מבנים אשר יהי רצוי 

  And to Asher he said: May Asher be the most blessed amongst sons; may he be 
the favored of his brothers; And may he dip his foot in oil. 

Josh 1:12-15  ולראובני ולגדי ולחצי שבט המנשה אמר יהושע לאמר: זכור את הדבר אשר צוה אתכם משה עבד

יהוה לאמר יהוה אלהיכם מניח לכם ונתן לכם את הארץ הזאת: נשיכם טפכם ומקניכם ישבו בארץ 

 כל גבורי החיל ועזרתם אותם אחיכםאשר נתן לכם משה בעבר הירדן ואתם תעברו חמשים לפני 

  And Joshua spoke to the Reubenites, the Gadites, and the half tribe of Manasseh, 
saying "remember the command that Moses, the servant of Yahweh, gave you, 
saying 'Yahweh your God is providing rest for you and will give you this land.'  
Your wives, your children, and your livestock will dwell in the land that Moses 
gave to you across the Jordan; but you, you will cross over equipped for battle 
before your brothers, all the warriors, and you will help them..." 

Judg 1:3  ונלחמה בכנעני והלכתי גם אני אתך בגורלך וילך אתו עלה אתי בגורלי  אחיוויאמר יהודה לשמעון

 שמעון
  And Judah said to Simeon, his brother, "Come up with me into my allotment, and 

let us do battle with the Canaanites, and then I will go with you into your 
allotment." And Simeon went with him. 

Judg 1:17  ויכה את הכנעני יושב צפת ויחרימו אותה ויקרא את שם העיר חרמה אחיווילך יהודה את שמעון 

  And Judah went with Simeon, his brother, and they smote the Canaanites, the 
inhabitants of Zephath, and they put it to the herem, and they called the name of 
the city Hormah. 

Judg 20:13  ועתה תנו את האנשים בני בליעל אשר בגבעה ונמיתם ונבערה רעה מישראל ולא אבו בנימין לשמע

 בני ישראל אחיהםבקול 

  “Now, give us the worthless people who are in Gibeah so that we may kill them 
and turn aside this evil from Israel.” But Benjamin did not accede to listen to the 
voice of their brothers, the Israelites.” 

Judg 20:23  ויעלו בני ישראל ויבכו לפני יהוה עד הערב וישאלו ביהוה לאמר האוסיף לגשת למלחמה עם בני

 ויאמר יהוה עלו אליו אחיבנימין 

  And the Israelites went up and cried before Yahweh until evening, and they 
asked Yahweh, saying, “Shall I continue to make battle with the Benjaminites, 
my brother?”  And Yahweh said, “go up to him!”  
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Judg 20:28  אחיופנחס בן אלעזר בן אהרן עמד לפניו בימים ההם לאמר האוסיף עוד לצאת למלחמה עם בני בנימן 

 אם אחדל ויאמר יהוה עלו כי מחר אתננו בידך

  And Phinehas son of Eleazar, son of Aaron stood before it in those days, saying, 
“Shall I continue go out to battle with the Benjaminites, my brother, or shall I 
cease?”  And Yahweh said, “Go up, for tomorrow I will give him into your hand!” 

Judg 21:6 ויאמר נגדע היום שבט אחד מישראל אחיו וינחמו בני ישראל אל בנימן 

  But the Israelites had pity on Benjamin, his brother, and said, “Today, a tribe is 
cut off from Israel!”  

2 Sam 19:42  איש יהודה ויעברו את  אחינווהנה כל איש ישראל באים אל המלך ויאמרו אל המלך מדוע גנבוך

 המלך ואת ביתו את הירדן וכל אנשי דוד עמו

  And at that moment, all the men of Israel came to the king and they said to the 
king, "why did our brothers, the men of Judah, steal you, and bring the king and 
his household across the Jordan, and all David's men with him?" 

1 Kgs 12:24  בני ישראל שובו איש לביתו כי מאתי נהיה הדבר הזה אחיכם תעלו ולא תלחמון עםכה אמר יהוה לא  
 

 …”Thus says Yahweh – you shall not go up and make war against your brothers 
the Israelites.  Return, every man, to his house, for this thing has come to pass 
because of me…” 

 

An overview of ancient and modern translations, commentaries, and studies 

shows that these works have overwhelmingly understood the biblical passages that 

form this analytical corpus as unrelated, inclusionary expressions of the groups’ 

shared identity as sub-units of a people named “Israel” (ישראל).  This interpretation 

assumes that אח’s situated meaning in these passages depends on a conception of the 

canonical twelve-tribe system, symbolized by the relationship between Jacob and his 

sons in the genealogies and narratives of Gen 29-50.    However, this assumption fails 

to account for scholarly arguments that the received description of the twelve-tribe 

system is most likely a late construction, which has incorporated and adapted 

divergent textual representations of Israel’s character as a tribal collective.  

Moreover, by treating the Inter-Group אח Texts independently, rather than in dialogue 
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with one another, past studies have overlooked certain details the passages share in 

their depiction of “brotherhood” that run counter to canonical expectations.  

 In contrast, my examination of the Inter-Group אח Texts in the following 

chapters will demonstrate that representational and contextual affinities between 

these passages’ use of אח and the use of aḫum in particular texts from Mari indicate a 

shared ancient Near Eastern scribal conception of “brotherhood” as a specific 

political relationship between independent peer polities, founded on reciprocal 

obligations of peaceful relations and supportive behavior.  Recognizing this 

discourse within the biblical corpus reveals embedded representations of the 

Israelite tribes that do not agree with the notion of Israel as a unified people and 

political unit according to the ideology of the twelve-tribe system that now frames 

them.  Furthermore, I will show that this conclusion has significant implications for 

understanding the compositional history of particular biblical passages, the 

evolution of the twelve-tribe ideology, and the textual formation of the Hebrew 

Bible as a whole. 

 

The Inter-Group אח Texts 

 In this section I will briefly present the Inter-Group אח Texts, with summaries 

of their literary contexts.  This overview of the biblical passages that form the 

analytical core of the present dissertation will define their concern for relations 

between groups, versus individuals, and reveal particular similarities that are easily 

overlooked when the texts are not examined in dialogue with one another.  I will 
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compare these linguistic and representational affinities to textual depictions of 

inter-group “brotherhood” from the Mari archives in Chapter 4.  

Five of the eighteen Inter-Group אח Texts appear among the tribal sayings of 

“The Blessing of Jacob” (Gen 49) and “The Blessing of Moses” (Deut 33): Gen 49:5, 8, 

26b, Deut 33:16 and 24. The poetic nature of these texts separates them from the 

other examples of אח’s use in Israelite inter-group discourse gathered in TABLE 1.1.  

Gen 49 and Deut 33 are also marked by a stronger emphasis on the tribal eponyms’ 

characters as ancestral individuals, the extent and implications of which I will 

examine in Chapter 2.  Despite this apparent blurring of the line between named 

people and the forefather that gave them their name, several textual clues indicate a 

conception of the eponyms in Gen 49 and Deut 33 as tribal groups.  First, the 

narrator specifically describes Simeon and Levi as אחים (ʼaḥîm) in Gen 49:5, using the 

noun’s masculine plural form. However, v.7b emphasizes the fact that both names 

represent human collectives in v.5 by stating “I will divide them in Jacob / and I will 

scatter them in Israel” ( לאחלקם ביעקב ואפיצם בישרא ).  This bicolon assumes the 

multiplicity of both Simeon and Levi as groups, as well as a spatial or geographical 

conception of Israel. 

In contrast to v.5, the narrator speaks to Judah as a singular entity in v.8 and 

declares “your brothers will praise you” (יודוך אחיך).  This passage implies a notion of 

political supremacy that indicate the eponym must represent both Jacob’s 4th son 

according to the birth narrative of Gen 29:31-30:24 and the monarchic polity that 

traced its establishment to the House of David.  In a similar combination of ancestor 

and political entity, Gen 49:26b and Deut 33:16 both describe Joseph as the singular 
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“consecrated one of his brothers” (נזיר אחיו), while Deut 33:24 blesses Asher as the 

“favored of his brothers” (רצוי אחיו).  However, unlike Gen 49:5, each of these 

passages proclaims a differentiated status for the tribal eponym in contrast to their 

“brothers” (אחים).  In Asher’s case, the text simply marks him as the “favored” (רצוי) 

eponym within the fraternal collective.  In contrast, Joseph’s status as נזיר (nĕzîr) 

elevates him among the members of this same body, while Gen 49:8 represents the 

“brothers” as subservient to Judah.144  Thus, variant conceptions of inter-tribal 

relations appear to stand behind these passages, despite their shared position within 

the larger literary units of “The Blessing of Jacob” and “The Blessing of Moses.”  The 

combination of ancestral and group representation in these passages distinguish 

them from the other Inter-Group אח Texts.  As a result, I will treat them separately 

from the other biblical passages that constitute this corpus in Chapter 2, where I will 

show their literary connections to the Jacob and Joseph stories.  I will also 

demonstrate that these passages’ separate notions of the relationship between the 

tribal eponyms as “brothers” relates directly to the compositional histories of Gen 

49 and Deut 33, revealing textual layers that present Israel as an association of tribes 

that does not accord with the ideology of the twelve-tribe system. 

In contrast to Gen 49:5, 8, 26b, and Deut 33:16 and 24, the Inter-Group אח Texts 

of Num 32:6, Deut 3:18, 20, and Josh 1:12-15 all use אח in reference to the relationship 

between Reuben, Gad, and the other Israelite tribes in the context of their 

                                                 
144 The noun נזיר is formed from the root נזר (nzr), meaning “to dedicate, consecrate,” which appears 
primarily in sacral contexts, and provides the verbal basis for the office of Nazirite-ship.  Brown, 
Driver, and Briggs, “נזר,” BDB, 634.  However, the social separation that this verb implies carries 
monarchic overtones as well, to which the associated lexeme נזר (nēzer), meaning “crown,” testifies.  
Brown, Driver, and Briggs, “נזר,” BDB, 634.  
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settlement in Transjordan.145  In Num 32:2-4, the Gadites (בני גד) and Reubenites ( בני

 come to Moses, the priest Elazar and the leaders of the community and (ראובן

request permission to settle east of the Jordan.  In his response, Moses refers to 

these groups’ “brothers,” using the plural form of אח with the interrogative hê and 

2nd masculine plural possessive suffix to rhetorically ask, “Will your brothers go to 

war while you dwell here” (האחיהם יבאו למלחמה ואתם תשבו פה)?  In v.20, Moses accedes 

to the Gadites’ and Reubenites’ request, as long as they cross over into Canaan and 

aid in its conquest.  Deut 3 presents Moses reiterating this requirement for 

territorial apportionment just before the people’s entrance into the land.  In direct 

discourse to the Gadites and Reubenites, he twice refers to the “children of Israel” 

 as “your brothers,” utilizing the kin term’s plural form with the 2nd (בני ישראל)

masculine plural possessive suffix, and proceeded by the preposition lĕ in v.20:  אחיכם  

(ʼăḥêcem); לאחיכם (la- ʼăḥêcem).  Josh 1:12-16 describes Joshua’s further restatement of 

this agreement in language that closely parallels Deut 3:18-20, and most scholars 

consider this text a derivative Deuteronomistic composition.146   The word אח 

appears in vv.14 and 15, and both occurrences duplicate the forms found in Deut 3:18 

and 20: אחיכם and לאחיכם.  In each of these related passages, use of אח is directly 

                                                 
145 The “Half-Tribe of Manasseh” (חצי שבט מנשה) also appears in Num 32, Deut 3, and Josh 1:12-15.  
However, in Num 32, Moses does not address this group until v.33, well after the original discourse 
between him and the Reubenites and Gadites. The sudden reference suggests that this material is a 
later addition to the passage. Baruch Levine, Numbers 21-36 (AB 4a; eds. William Foxwell Albright and 
David Noel Freedman; New Haven: Yale University, 2000), 503. Likewise, Deut 3:13 describes Moses’ 
dispensation of Transjordanian territory to the Half-Tribe of Manasseh.  However, the text of Deut 
3:18-20 reflects the first half of Num 32, wherein this group does not appear.  Only in Josh 1:12 does 
Joshua specifically address the Half-Tribe of Manasseh. 
146 J. Alberto Soggin, Joshua: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972), 27; Robert G. Boling and 
G. Ernest Wright, Joshua (AB 6; eds. William Foxwell Albright and David Noel Freedman; New Haven: 
Yale University, 1982), 138. 
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linked to particular named peoples’ expected mobilization as fighting units in a 

military campaign.  The connection between fraternal status and military 

cooperation appears in addition Inter-Group אח Texts, and its significance for 

understanding the original political character of the relationship will become 

clearer in the coming chapters. 

Leaving aside concern for apportionment of the Transjordanian tribes, the 

Inter-Group אח Texts of Deut 10:9 and 18:2 stand beside numerous passages within 

Deuteronomy that stress Levi’s lack of a “territorial inheritance” (נחלה), thereby 

representing this eponym as a named people socio-structurally comparable to the 

other Israelite tribes.147  In particular, Deut 10:8 states that Yahweh separated “the 

tribe of Levi” (שבט הלוי) as the group endowed with the right to carry the ark.  Thus, 

Levi will not receive a territorial inheritance alongside “his brothers” (אחיו).  

Interestingly, the plural form of the word אח takes the 3rd masculine singular 

possessive suffix in v.9, thereby representing Levi as a singular, corporate entity.  

Deut 18:1-2 provides a more comprehensive articulation of the tribe’s non-territorial 

character in contrast to its “brothers,” stressing that “Yahweh is his territorial 

inheritance” (יהוה הוא נחלתו).  Just as in Deut 10:9, אח is plural in 18:2, and takes the 3rd 

masculine singular possessive suffix: אחיו ( ̕eḥāyw).  As my continued overview of the 

Inter-Group אח Texts will show, there is a definable tendency towards representing 

named peoples in this corpus as singular entities.  This element will offer a 

                                                 
147 Deut 10:8-9; 12:12b; 14:27b, 29; 18:1-2.  Richard D. Nelson, Deuteronomy: A Commentary (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2002), 128. 
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compelling point of comparison with the extra-biblical sources I will examine in 

Chapters 3 and 4. 

 The Inter-Group אח Texts of Judg 1:3 and 5 belong to a collection of vignettes 

focused on the southern tribes of Judah and Simeon, and the conquest of their 

allotted territory in Judg 1:1-20.  אח occurs twice in this pericope, linking Judah and 

Simeon as partners in joint military campaigns comparable to Reuben, Gad, and 

Israel’s arrangement in Num 32:6, Deut 3:18-20, and Josh 1:12-15.  Moreover, in 

discussing Judah’s actions, the narrator refers to Simeon in v.3 as “his brother,” 

using the singular form of אח with the 3rd masculine singular possessive suffix: אחיו 

(ʼāḥîw).  V.17 continues the action suggested in v.3 by describing how Judah fought 

beside Simeon, “his brother” (אחיו).  Once again, the text uses the singular form of אח 

with the 3rd masculine singular possessive suffix to qualify Simeon’s relationship to 

Judah, despite their clear identity as tribal groups within the larger narrative.  Thus, 

these passages continue the trend towards the singular representation of collectives 

in the Inter-Group אח Texts.  

 Four Inter-Group אח Texts appear in Judg 19-21, accounting for nearly a quarter 

of all such references in the Hebrew Bible.  These chapters tell the shocking story of 

a conflict between Israel and Benjamin initiated by the brutal rape and eventual 

death of a Levite’s concubine in the town of Gibeah.  First, Judg 20:13 uses the plural 

form of אח with the 3rd masculine plural possessive suffix (אחיהם; ’ăḥêhem) to refer to 

the relationship that “Benjamin” (בנימן) shared with the Israelites.  In contrast, Israel 

speaks in the 1st person singular in Judg 20:23 and 28, and uses the singular form of 

 with the 1st person common singular possessive suffix to identify Benjamin as אח
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“my brother” (אחי).  Finally, the narrator describes Israel’s remorse over Benjamin’s 

decimation through the war in 21:6, using the plural form of אח and the 3rd masculine 

singular possessive suffix to describe the latter group as “its/his brothers”: אחיו.  In 

each of these verses, notions of inter-group peaceful relations and supportive 

behavior underlie exploitation of the term אח, alongside grammatical features that 

define both Israel and Benjamin as singular entities. 

The concentrated aggregation of these elements in Judg 19-21, which are 

spread more diffusely throughout the Inter-Group אח Texts, designates these chapters 

for special consideration.  Thus, I will present a detailed analysis of Judg 19-21 in 

Chapter 5, wherein I will show that scribal engagement with the meaning of אח in 

Judg 20:13, 23, 28, and 21:6 reveals hitherto unrecognized compositional layers tied 

to shifting ideologies of Israelite group identity.  Furthermore, I will demonstrate 

the ways in which scribes utilized the polysemic character of אח to adopt and adapt 

existing textual traditions that did not accord with the structure of the twelve-tribe 

system.  This paradigmatic example will reveal the scribal process of using 

particular terms and ideas as editorial fulcrums for the preservation and 

reorientation of existing written traditions. 

 The final two Inter-Group אח Texts derive from the monarchic era in the 

biblical narrative.  Although the category of “tribe” (מטה/שבט) does not figure into 

these texts, subsequent chapters will show that the manner in which they use the 

term אח to define a relationship between groups places them within the boundaries 

of this analytical corpus.  First, King David prepares his return to Jerusalem from 

Transjordan after suppressing his son Absolom’s rebellion in 2 Sam 19.  When “all 
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the men of Israel” (כל איש ישראל) arrive at Gilgal to escort the king, they discover 

that the “men of Judah” (איש יהודה) have already accompanied David across the river.  

In their plea for an explanation in v.42, the Israelites use the plural form of אח with 

the 1st common plural possessive suffix to describe the Judahites as “our brothers” 

 This identification is laced with expectations of peaceful relations between  .(אחינו)

“brothers” and supportive behavior.    

The Inter-Group אח Text 1 Kgs 12:24 belongs to the narrative of the northern 

tribes’ defection from Judahite rule under King Rehoboam, Solomon’s impudent son 

and successor.  In order to regain his father’s kingdom, Rehoboam plans a military 

campaign that will bring Israel back under his yoke.  However, the prophet 

Shemaiah delivers a divine message from Yahweh that forbids such a hostile 

endeavor, and using the plural form of אח with the 2nd masculine plural possessive 

suffix to describe “the Israelites” (בני ישראל) as “your brothers” (אחיכם).  Once again, 

use of אח in this passage is directly linked to an inter-group expectation of peaceful 

relations. 

In considering the Inter-Group אח Texts as a corpus, it is striking that shows 

that all of these biblical passages are restricted to the Torah and Former Prophets; 

none are found in the Latter Prophets and Writings.  Rather than a coincidence of 

composition, this concentration may directly relate to the choices scribes made in 

the textual traditions they adapted in the literary formation of the Pentateuch and 

Deuteronomistic History.  The silence with regard to depictions of the Israelite tribes 

as “brothers” in the Latter Prophets and Writings may be equally noteworthy.  

Indeed, beyond the unambiguously post-monarchic genealogies of the Israelite 



 

  69 

 

tribes in Ezek 48 and 1 Chr 2-9, most of these texts betray no knowledge of, or 

concern for, a conception of the Israelite tribes as אחים.  This is remarkable, and 

raises important questions about the actual, versus perceived, extent of this 

paradigm for the relationship between the tribes in the biblical corpus.  I will return 

to the question of these passages’ clustered appearance in the Pentateuch and 

Deuteronomistic History in Chapter 5.  

 

The Inter-Group אח Texts and Israelite Tribal “Brotherhood” in Ancient and Modern 

Scholarship 

The previous section showed that the Inter-Group אח Texts share particular 

representational and linguistic elements, which become apparent once the texts are 

placed in dialogue with one another.  However, scholarly understanding of the 

meaning of אח in these biblical passages have not recognized these similarities.  

Rather, an analysis of the interpretive choices of translators and commentators 

shows that scholars have largely approached these texts individually, and as 

inclusionary expressions of shared Israelite identity.  In other words, they have 

regarded all references to tribal “brotherhood” as equally dependent on the twelve-

tribe system’s depiction of Israel as a single people and polity.  Examination of 

ancient witnesses to the Hebrew text of the Bible and rabbinic commentators 

demonstrate this hermeneutical assumption’s deep historical roots, while more 

recent studies testify to its continued salience. 

 The earliest known witness to the Hebrew text of the Bible, the Septuagint 

(LXX; ca. 200 BCE-200 CE), consistently uses the Greek term ἀδελφός (adelphos; 
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meaning “brother” or “near kinsman”) to translate אח in the Inter-Group אח Texts.148  

This work faithfully duplicates the Hebrew noun’s singular or plural form, as well as 

the number and gender of the possessive suffixes and surrounding verbal forms, 

except in one telling instance.  In Judg 21:6, the LXX translates אחיו (ʼāḥîw; “his 

brother”) as: τοῦ ἀδελφοῦ αὐτῶν (tou adelphou autōn), or “their brother”.  Thus, the 

LXX alters the 3rd masculine singular possessive pronoun in the Hebrew to a plural.  

Although it is possible that the Greek text bears witness to an alternative Hebrew 

reading, it is more likely that the translator emended the represented relationship 

between the groups in question by pluralizing the Greek pronoun referring to the 

Israelites in v.6.  This small change alleviates the inner-biblical dissonance created 

by describing the Israelites as the singular “brother” of Benjamin, and harmonizes 

the passage’s use of אח to the received genealogical relationships between Jacob’s 

multiple sons. 

Targum Jonathan (ca. 100-600 CE) and the Peshitta (ca. 200 CE) alter the text 

of Judg 21:6 even further.  The Aramaic version of the Targum reads אחיהון (ʼāḥêhōn; 

“their brothers”), while the Syriac text of the Peshitta reads ܐܚܝܗܘܢ (ʼaḥāyhōn; 

“their brothers”).  Both of these translations witness a 3rd masculine plural 

possessive suffix in place of the MT’s 3rd masculine singular possessive suffix, similar 

to the LXX.  However, Targum Jonathan and the Peshitta also incorporate a plural 

form of the Aramaic term אח (ʼāḥ) and the Syriac term ܐܚܐ (ʼaḥā), in place of the MT 

                                                 
148 Liddell and Scott, “ἀδελφός,” IGEL 12.  Tov writes that most scholars accept a 3rd century date for 
the translation of the Torah in Alexandria, Egypt.  However, translations of the Prophets and Writings 
occurred later in the 2nd century-1st century, with manuscript evidence of revisions appearing into 
the 2nd century CE.  Emanuel Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible (2nd rev. ed.; Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2001), 136-137. 
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and the LXX’s singular אח and ἀδελφός.  Consequently, it appears that the authors of 

these late translations felt freer to emend the Hebrew text.  Whereas the LXX 

limited its alteration to the suffix attached to אח in Judg 21:6 in order to eliminate 

the verse’s reference to the Israelites and Benjaminites as singular “brothers,” 

Targum Jonathan and the Peshitta revise the verse to conform to a pluralistic notion 

of Israelite indefinite kinship.  The Peshitta carries this interpretive viewpoint to its 

logical conclusion by also emending Israel’s 1st person singular reference to 

Benjamin as אחי (“my brother”) in Judg 20:23 and 28 to ܐܚܘܢ (ʼaḥūn), or “our 

brother.”  These changes harmonize all inter-group uses of the Hebrew term אח in 

the narrative of Judg 19-21 to the canonical representation of Benjamin as one of the 

constituent tribes of Israel. 

There are two additional textual clues, beyond the immediate treatment of 

 that suggest ancient biblical translators may have approached use of the Hebrew ,אח

term in these passages as dependent on the canonical description of Israel’s 

genealogy and tribal structure.  First, the LXX and Vulgate’s translation of Judg 

20:12, which proceeds v.13’s reference to the Benjaminites’ refusal to heed the 

request of “their brothers” (אחיהם) the Israelites, makes reference to the “tribes of 

Benjamin” (שבטי בנימן).  However, the notion that Benjamin constituted multiple 

“tribes” (שבטים) does not accord with the Hebrew Bible’s larger description of this 

group as one of the individual tribes that collectively formed Israel, and whose 

eponymous ancestor was Jacob’s youngest son (Gen 35:16-18).  In light of these facts, 

it seems that the translators of the LXX and Vulgate “corrected” their source text by 

replacing the plural “tribes” (שבטים) with the singular “tribe” (φυλή; tribum), in 
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order to harmonize the verse with the received biblical narrative’s depiction of the 

twelve-tribe system.  Gottwald supports this conclusion, writing that “the versions 

have corrected this plural to the singular, ‘the shēveṭ Benjamin,’ probably not 

because they had a different Hebrew text but because it seemed like an obvious slip 

on the part of the writer.”149  The reference to the Benjaminites and Israelite as אחים 

in v.13 directly follows this alteration in the text’s transmission, and strongly 

indicates that the ancient translators were already reading the Hebrew term as an 

expression of shared kinship and descent, most likely dependent on their familiarity 

with the narrative of Genesis. 

Second, the LXX and three Old Latin manuscripts bear witness to an alternate 

reading of 2 Sam 19:44, which may clarify the men of Israel’s reference to the men of 

Judah as “our brothers” (אחינו) in v.42.  Thus, the men of Israel speak the following 

words in the 1st person singular: וגם בדוד אני ממך (wĕgam bĕdāwid ʼănî mimmkā).  JPS 

translates this phrase as “in David, too, we have more than you.”  However, the LXX 

reads “And I am the firstborn, rather than you, and I am greater than you in David” 

(καὶ πρωτότοκος ἐγὼ ἢ σύ, καί γε ἐν Δαυιδ εἰμὶ ὑπὲρ σέ).  In contrast, three Old Latin 

manuscripts simply read: “And I am the firstborn, rather than you” (et primogenitus 

ego sum quam tu).  The Greek and Latin texts preserve a reading of בכור, or 

“firstborn,” in place of בדוד, or “in David.”  In light of this evidence, it is possible to 

argue that the LXX and Old Latin manuscripts bear witness to an earlier text of 2 

Sam 19:44, and that the Masoretic version of the passage incorporated scribal 

                                                 
149 Norman K. Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1979), 251. 
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confusion regarding the consonants ד and 150.כ  In fact, Gordon, Hertzberg, and 

McCarter all prefer to read בכור in place of בדוד in their commentaries to 2 Samuel.151  

According to this argument, a later editor introduced the phrase “and I am greater 

than you in David” (καί γε ἐν Δαυιδ εἰμὶ ὑπὲρ σέ) into the LXX in order to bring it 

closer to the MT.152   

However, it is clear that the MT version of v.44 constitutes the Lectio 

Difficilior.153  Moreover, proof of an earlier consonantal tradition is confined to these 

four ancient witnesses, three of which are regarded by scholars as dependent on the 

LXX itself.154  Hence, it is more likely that the authors of these ancient translations 

inserted a genealogical interpretation of the inter-group relationship between the 

“men of Israel” and the “men of Judah” in 2 Sam 19:44, which the verse’s proceeding 

reference to the latter group’s “ten shares” (עשר ידות) conditioned.  If this is indeed 

the case, then the LXX and Old Latin translations provide subtle indication that the 

people who created these texts in antiquity had already understood the use of אח in 

this literary context as dependent on the Pentateuch’s genealogical description of 

the Israelite tribes as a unified people connected by their common descent from 

Jacob.  According to this view, the men of Israel are “firstborn” in the sense that 

                                                 
150 The letters share a notable graphic similarity in the Assyrian “Square” Script that became standard 
for written Hebrew in the post-exilic period.  Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 245-249. 
151 Robert P. Gordon, I & II Samuel: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Regency Reference Library, 1988), 292-
293; Hans Wilhelm Hertzberg, I & II Samuel: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1964), 368; P. 
Kyle McCarter, Jr., II Samuel (AB 9; eds. William Foxwell Albright and David Noel Freedman; Garden 
City: Doubleday, 1984), 419. 
152 McCarter, II Samuel, 419. 
153 For more on the textual guideline Lectio Difficilior Praeferenda, see: Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew 
Bible, 302-305. 
154 The Old Latin translation represents a “daughter translation” of the LXX, which depends on the 
Greek text, rather than the Hebrew.  This significantly reduces its applicability for the reconstruction 
of the Hebrew Vorlage. Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 139. 
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they include the tribes of Reuben, Simeon, and Levi, all of which were born before 

Judah according to the birth narrative of Gen 29:31-30:24.  On a more general level, 

reading בכור in place of בדוד implies that a genealogical relationship must be 

introduced in order to understand the relationship between Israel and Judah. 

In their detailed contemplation of the biblical text, medieval rabbinic 

commentators remain remarkably quiet regarding the meaning of אח in the biblical 

passages that I have gathered together as Inter-Group אח Texts.  Only the 1st person 

singular context of the term’s use in Judg 1:3 and 17 receives special consideration 

within the most widely reproduced commentaries.  In his notes on the Tanakh, Rashi 

explains that the reference to “Simeon, his brother” (שמעון אחיו) in Judg 1:3 

specifically alludes to the tribe of Simeon, and not the eponymous ancestor, despite 

the singular and individualistic language.155  In his work The Bulwark of David ( מצודת

 Radbaz follows Rashi’s interpretation by clarifying Simeon’s tribal identity as ,(דוד

well.  Radbaz also takes note of the passage’s singular representation of Judah, and 

makes it clear that despite the text’s use of such verbal forms, “Judah” signifies 

“Caleb and his people, who are Judahites” (הם כלב ואנשיו שהם מבני יהודה). Rid also 

explains the reference to Simeon as Judah’s אח in v.3 as a product of their tribal 

relationship, and connects use of this term to the fact that “because the territorial 

possession of Simeon was absorbed into the territorial possession of Judah, they 

helped each other” (מפני שנחלת שמעון היתה מבועלת בנחלת יהודה עזרו זה את זה). 

                                                 
155 Shofṭim (Nevi’im u-khetuvim: ha-mefo’ar – miḳra’ot gedolot 1; Jerusalem: Hotsa’at ha-Ḥumash ha-
Mefo’ar, 1995), 2-3 [ג-ב].  All citations of medieval rabbinic commentaries are based on this edition. 
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The canonical orientation of rabbinic interpretation means that each of these 

Jewish scholars undoubtedly understood the meaning of אח in Judg 1:3 and the 1st 

person singular discourse between Judah and Simeon as dependent on the 

genealogical relationship the book of Genesis describes between the groups’ 

eponymous ancestors.  The comments presented above support this conclusion.  

Rashi and Radbaz both interpret the 1st person singular discourse between Judah and 

Simeon, and the narrative’s reference to the two groups as אחים, within the biblical 

framework of the Israelite twelve-tribe system and related genealogy.  However, Rid 

also recognizes the role that joint inter-group military action plays in the immediate 

context of this verse.  Although his work does not link Judg 1:3 to the other Inter-

Group אח Texts through this contextual similarity, it nevertheless stands as an early 

witness to the importance of reciprocal obligations of non-aggression and 

supportive behavior for the situated meaning of אח in Israelite inter-group relations, 

which I will identify as an integral component of ancient Near Eastern tribal 

“brotherhood” as a specific political relationship in Chapter 4.  

Modern biblical scholarship has continued the interpretive trends outlined 

above by approaching the meaning of אח in Israelite inter-group discourse as 

dependent on a conception of Israel as a single people and polity according to the 

ideology of the twelve-tribe system.  Yet, researchers have also demonstrated the 

complex compositional histories behind many of these biblical passages, while other 

scholars have considered the role that Israelite “brotherhood” may have played in 

the formation of particular texts.  It is striking that the position and meaning of אח 

has not been considered in light of these arguments.  Indeed, although the twelve-
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tribe system unambiguously frames all of the Inter-Group אח Texts in their present 

literary context, recognition of the word “brother’s” situated meaning in ancient 

Near Eastern political discourse will allow me to excavate separate layers of textual 

deposition in Judg 19-21 that contain dissonant representations of the relationship 

between Israel and Benjamin as “brother” peoples.  This analysis will stand as a 

paradigmatic example of the dynamic role that scribal engagement with the concept 

of Israelite tribal “brotherhood” played in the textual formation of the Hebrew Bible.   

First, it is important to note that there is significant scholarly agreement that 

use of אח in “The Blessing of Jacob” (Gen 49:5, 8, 26b) and “The Blessing of Moses” 

(Deut 33:16, 24) is dependent on the patriarchal narratives of Gen 25-50. 156  This 

conclusion, along with additional factors, distinguishes these passages among the 

Inter-Group אח Texts, thereby compelling their separate treatment in Chapter 2.  In 

contrast, evidence for the literary or traditional dependence of the remaining Inter-

Group אח Texts on the twelve-tribe system and Gen 25-50 is far less clear.  As a 

consequence, certain early-modern scholars argued that references to 

“brotherhood” in some of these texts indicated alternative genealogical structures 

                                                 
156 Jürgen Ebach, Genesis 37-50 (Freiburg: Herder, 2007), 568-569; Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 
49, 54-139, 206-243; Nelson, Deuteronomy, 392; Ulrike Schorn, Ruben und das System der zwölf Stämme 
Israels: Redaktionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen zur Bedeutung des Erstgeborenen Jakobs (BZAW 248; ed. 
Otto Kaiser; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1997), 263-264.  For less recent discussions, see: E. A. Speiser, 
Genesis (AB 1; eds. William Foxwell Albright and David Noel Freedman; Garden City: Double Day, 1982), 
361-363; Gerhard Von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary (trans. John H. Marks; eds. G. Ernest Wright et al.; 
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1961), 414-416; Claus Westermann, Genesis 37-50 (trans. John J. Scullion; 
Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1986), 218-219; Hans-Jürgen Zobel, Stammesspruch und Geschichte (BZAW 95; 
ed. Georg Fohrer; Berlin: Verlag Alfred Töpelmann, 1965), 59.  Although he believes the independent 
tribal sayings in Gen 49 predate the canonical representation of the Israelite twelve tribe system, 
Westermann offers no comment on the inter-group referential intent of אח in vv.8 and 26b, writing 
only that by placing these sayings in their present literary location a redactor has linked the 
patriarchal period and the period of the judges in order to reorient Israelite history. Westermann, 
Genesis 37-50, 242-244. 
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that preceded the creation of a duodecimal model, which they dated to the period of 

the divided monarchy.157   

For instance, Luther’s analysis of 2 Sam 19:42 in his 1901 article “Die 

israelitischen Stämme” rejects the notion that the term’s meaning in this passage is 

dependent on the canonical depiction of Israel’s genealogy and shared descent.158  

Rather, the author regards the “men of Israel’s” reference to the “men of Judah” as 

“our brothers” in 2 Sam 19:42, and their 1st person singular dialogue in vv.43-44, as 

evidence of a different genealogical scheme: “ישראל is most always, in the oldest 

reports from Sam and Kgs, literally the Northern Kingdom.  Israel and Judah stand 

next to one another as two equivalent powers.  For the genealogical representation 

of this relationship, we should expect one to make the eponyms Israel and Judah 

                                                 
157 These studies’ conclusions are closely tied to the predominant scholarly opinion of the late-19th 
and early-20th centuries, which viewed the received genealogies of the Hebrew Bible as the product of 
post-exilic authors and redactors.  Nevertheless, there was also a general consensus during this 
period that the kinship relations described between patriarchal figures were analogic recastings of 
movements and political relationships between population groups, such as the “Hebrews.”  For 
example, Wellhausen writes: “What in the common view appears to be the specific character of 
Israelite history, and has chiefly led to its being called sacred history, rests for the most part on a 
later re-painting of the original picture.”  Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena to the History of Israel (Trans. 
J. Sutherland Black and Allan Menzies; Original Publisher; repr. Whitefish, MT: Kessinger, 2004), 202.  
In this passage, Wellhausen is specifically speaking about a hypothesized “priestly” recasting of 
biblical traditions, which included genealogical material.  In his 1910 investigation of the form and 
use of the name “Israel” in the Hebrew Bible, Sachsse identifies three separate layers of tradition 
regarding its meaning.  In essence, he argues that “Israel” was first the name of a people, which was 
transferred to the land.  This transfer caused the development of the phrase בני ישראל, which in turn 
led to the creation of “Israel” the patriarch.  Eduard Sachsse, Die Bedeutung des Namens Israel (Bonn: 
Carl Georgi, 1910), 74.  Sachsse’s reconstruction implies the late date of the received biblical 
genealogical tradition of Israel.  Through a very different investigation, Galling reaches a similar 
conclusion regarding the relative late date, and artificial character, of the patriarchal narratives and 
their genealogical description of the Israelite tribes’ fraternal origins.  In fact, he regards the received 
form of these texts as “an originally and uniquely unified literary act” (“ein erstmalig-einmalig 
vollzogener literarischer akt”).  Kurt Galling, Die Erwählungstraditionen Israels (Giessen: Verlag von 
Alfred Töpelmann, 1928), 64.  See also: B. Stade, Geschichte des Volkes Israel (Band I; Allgemeine 
Geschichte in Einzeldarstellungen I 6; Wilhelm Oncken, ed.; Berlin: G. Grote’sche 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1887), 145-146. 
158 V. B. Luther, “Die israelitischen Stämme,” ZAW (1901): 12. 
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brothers.”159  According to Luther, the relative parity of political power and 

influence held by the two kingdoms led to a corresponding genealogical formation 

in which Israel was the brother, rather than the father, of Judah; a situation that he 

perceived as fundamental to 1 Kgs 12:24 as well.  Meyer follows Luther’s 

interpretation in his 1906 work Die Israeliten und ihre Nachbarstämme, where he 

assumes a correspondence between genealogy and existing political relationships.160   

My analysis of the Inter-Group אח Texts in the following chapters will show 

that Luther and Meyer’s appreciation of the unique discursive elements surrounding 

 s use in 2 Sam 19:42 was ahead of its time, as I advocate a similar approach to’אח

understanding the term’s situated meaning.  Consequently, my study builds on the 

observations of these early 20th century scholars, although I do not adopt their 

conclusions.  In contrast to their understanding of the elements surrounding אח’s 

use in this passage, I have already shown in the proceeding section that the MT of 2 

Sam 19:44 should be preferred to the LXX, thereby eliminating the passages 

reference to Israel as the “firstborn” (בכור).  In contrast, although numerous scholars 

have maintained that the LXX version of this passage reflects the original text, 

similar to Luther and Meyer’s approach, they have nevertheless consistently 

criticized these scholars’ conclusions.  For instance, in his highly influential study 

Das System der Zwölf Stämme Israels, Noth explicitly rejects Meyer and Luther’s 

                                                 
 ist in den ältesten Berichten von Sam. und Reg. meistens, bei genauem Ausdruck immer das ישראל“ 159
Nordreich.  Israel und Juda stehen sich als zwei gleichwertige Mächte gegenüber.  Für die 
genealogische Darstellung dieses Verhältnisses müssten wir erwarten, dass man die Eponymen Israel 
und Juda zu Brüdern machte.” Luther, “Die israelitischen Stämme,” 29. 
160 Eduard Meyer, Die Israeliten und ihre Nachbarstämme (Halle: Verlag von Max Niemeyer, 1906), 230. 
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analysis of 2 Sam 19:42-44 within a larger project that asserted the twelve-tribe 

system’s ubiquitous presence in biblical writing.161 

Outside of 2 Sam 19 and 1 Kgs 12:24, אח’s assumed reference to a genealogical 

relationship is most apparent in scholarship on Deut 3:18-20 and Josh 1:12-15.  In his 

2012 commentary on Deuteronomy, Otto never discusses the use and meaning of אח 

in Deut 3:18-20.  Nevertheless, he explicitly states that the depiction of Gad and 

Reuben in this text, as well as Josh 1:12-15, is structured by a conception of the 

twelve-tribe system.162  Additionally, Weinfeld provides no discussion of his 

understanding of אח’s use in Deut 3:18 in his 1991 commentary on Deuteronomy 1-

11.  However, his choice to translate the phrase אחיכם בני ישראל (ʼăḥêkem bĕnê yiśrāʼēl) 

in this passage as “your Israelite kinsmen” suggests an assumption that the term 

communicates the indefinite kinship of all Israelites in this text, which the received 

biblical narrative connects to the tribes’ descent from a single forefather in Gen 25-

50.163   

In light of these studies’ assumption that the meaning of אח in Deut 3:18-20 

communicates the indefinite kinship of the Reubenites, Gadites, and Manassites, it is 

                                                 
161 In his highly influential study Das System der Zwölf Stämme Israels, Noth explicitly rejects Meyer and 
Luther’s analysis of 2 Sam 19:42-44.  He writes: “Die Rede des ‘Mannes von Israel’ in jener konkreten 
Situation hätte auch gar keinen rechten Sinn, wenn er sich lediglich auf eine sagenhafte 
Personifikation von Israel und Juda berufen wollte, nach der Eponym Israel der ältere Bruder des 
Eponymen Juda gewesen ware; sondern sie will nur zum Ausdruck bringen, daß die israelitische 
Reichshälfte auf Grund ihrer Größe und Bedeutung Juda gegenüber die bevorzugte Stellung eines 
Erstgeborenen für sich in Anspruch nehmen kann.” Martin Noth, Das System der Zwölf Stämme Israels 
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1978; repr. Stuttgart, 1930), 5.  See also: de Geus, The 
Tribes of Israel, 116-117; Gordon, I & II Samuel, 293; McCarter, II Samuel, 419, 424.  Herzberger remains 
unclear on this point in his commentary, stating only that Israel claims the “right of the firstborn,” as 
Judah had only recently “come into the picture.” Hertzberg, I & II Samuel, 368 n.b.   
162 Echart Otto, Deuteronomium 1,1-4,43 (Frieburg: Herder, 2012), 480-482, 491. 
163 Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1-11 (AB 5; eds. William Foxwell Albright and David Noel Freedman; 
New Haven: Yale University, 1991), 187. 
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essential to note that the book of Deuteronomy is uniquely interested in the shared 

“brotherhood” of all Israelites.  Indeed, the word אח appears 48 times in this text, 

accounting for over 13% of the word’s 629 occurrences in the Hebrew Bible.  

Interpretations of the reasons behind this emphasis have varied.  In his 1980 study 

“Ein einzig Volk von Brüdern,” Perlitt focuses on the term’s appearance in the 

singular with the 2nd masculine possessive suffix: 164.אחיך  Through an analysis of this 

form’s use, he contends that an “אח-schicht,” or “brother-layer,” exists within the 

legal core of Deuteronomy (Deut 12-26), which the book’s late 7th century BCE 

compiler/redactor used to realign the behavior of individual Israelites according to 

the moral expectations of the immediate family, particularly with regard to society’s 

poor.165  By qualifying references to “your fellow” (רעך) with “your brother” (אחיך) in 

casuistic legal statements, and by drawing on legal source material that already 

contained the term אח, the compiler/redactor was able to redirect the legal focus of 

Deuteronomy onto a new motif of “brotherhood” between all individual Israelites. 

The (popular-)community of brothers arises in the claim of the individual 
Israelite to regard and behave towards his neighbor as a brother.  The beginning 
of this (linguistic) development was not an ethnic or “ecclesiastical” theory, but 
rather the practice of a multiform proclamation and hortatory fixation of the 

“laws” of brotherly love.166 
 

                                                 
164 Of the 48 occurrences of אח (ʼāḥ) in the book of Deuteronomy, 27 are singular.  Moreover, 19 of 
these singular forms appear in the legal core of Deuteronomy (Deut 12-26). L. Perlitt, “Ein einzig Volk 
von Brüdern” in Deuteronomium-Studien (Forschungen zum Alten Testament 8; eds. Bernd Janowski 
and Hermann Spieckermann; Tübingen: Mohr, 1994), 57-58. 
165 Perlitt, “Ein einzig Volk von Brüdern,” 62, 71. 
166 “…Die (Volks-)Gemeinschaft der Brüder ›entsteht‹ im Anspruch an den einzelnen Israeliten, seinen 
Nächsten als Bruder zu sehen und zu behandeln.  Am Anfang dieser (sprachlichen) Entwicklung war 
gerade nicht eine ethnische oder ›ekklesiologische‹ Theorie, sondern die Praxis einer vielgestaltigen 
Verkündigung und paränetischen Fixierung des ›Gesetzes‹ der Bruderliebe.” Perlitt, “Ein einzig Volk 
von Brüdern,” 59. 
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Thus, according to Perlitt, Deuteronomy’s particular identification of the Israelites 

as אחים is not a reference to ethnicity or extended kinship, but rather a moral 

assertion based on customary familial behavior.   

Conversely, Sparks and Nestor question whether a redactor has universally 

altered the meaning of אח in Deuteronomy, so that it no longer indicates “the blood 

relative, friend or colleague, but rather the neighbor, the poor, the Hebrew, in other 

words: the fellow man…the fellow Israelite.”167  For example, both authors point to 

texts within Deuteronomy’s legal core that appear to use אח as an indication of 

ethnic affiliation, such as Deut 17:15 and 23:20-21.168  Nestor goes so far as to claim 

that “the notions of extended kinship and of ‘brotherhood’ so central to the 

Deuteronomic conception of Israel as the people of God were in existence well before 

the late 7th century BCE date Perlitt ascribes to his hypothetical ‘אח-schicht.’”169  He 

goes on to suggest that a genealogical model of Israel’s origins would have 

overshadowed the ideological editorial program Perlitt envisions.170  Still, Sparks 

maintains that the text of Deuteronomy bears signs of an intentional manipulation 

of the literary identification of individual Israelites as אחים, designed to support a 

new religious and social agenda, whether the kin term was an original component of 

the book or not.171   

                                                 
167 “…nicht der Blutsverwandte, Freund oder Kollege, sondern der Nächste, der Arme, der Hebräer, 
kurz: der Mitmensch…der Mitisraelit…” Ibid., 56-57. 
168 Nestor, Cognitive Perspectives on Israelite Identity, 198; Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 
236-237. 
169 Nestor, Cognitive Perspectives on Israelite Identity, 200.  Emphasis in the original.  Perlitt, “Ein einzig 
Volk von Brüdern,” 71. 
170 Nestor, Cognitive Perspectives on Israelite Identity, 201. 
171 Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 238. 
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On this point, Sparks’ conclusions draw support from the works of Halpern 

and Levinson, whose analyses of Deuteronomy have led them to view the book’s 

legal core as a radical reformation of the administration of justice and the structures 

of social and political authority in Judah.172   The debate over the date of 

Deuteronomy’s composition notwithstanding, the value of these studies’ 

understanding of אח’s situated meaning for my present purposes lies in their 

recognition that pan-Israelite “brotherhood,” or at least its emphasis, is an 

innovation of the scribes responsible for this biblical book.  In fact, Perlitt’s study 

recognizes the possibility that אח could function as a fulcrum for scribal intervention 

within a biblical text, a pivotal point that I will elaborate by recognizing the term’s 

semantic character as a polyseme and use in descriptions of Israelite inter-group 

relations.  Lastly, if scholars are correct in viewing the legal core of Deuteronomy as 

somehow affiliated with northern traditions, as numerous lines of evidence suggest, 

then the text’s promulgation of Israelite “brotherhood” may result from the notion’s 

novelty for Judahites.173  This is an important consideration for my thesis’ 

                                                 
172 Baruch Halpern, “Jerusalem and the Lineages in the Seventh Century BCE: Kinship and the Rise of 
Individual Moral Liability,” in Law and Ideology in Monarchic Israel (eds. Baruch Halpern and Deborah W. 
Hobson; JSOTSup 124; eds. David J. A. Clines and Philip R. Davies; Sheffield: JSOT, 1991), 75; Bernard M. 
Levinson, Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation (Oxford: Oxford University, 1998), 21-22.  
173 Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 238.  Deuteronomy’s potentially northern roots, 
suggested by the text’s geographical outlook and ideological connections to Hosea, was most 
famously proposed by Ginzberg.  Contemporary views of the Deuteronomic laws’ reinterpretation of 
the Covenant Code (Exod 20:22-23:19) have led some to suggest that Deut 12-26 was not a northern 
composition, but rather adopted northern traditions in an effort to socially integrate refugees from 
Israel into Judah following 722 BCE, which came to a head during the reign of King Josiah.  See: 
Eduard Nielsen, Deuteronomium (Handbuch zum Alten Testament I/6; eds. Matthias Köckert and 
Rudolf Smend; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1995), 4; Nelson, Deuteronomy, 7; Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in 
Ancient Israel, 225; M. Weinfeld, “The Emergence of the Deuteronomic Movement: The Historical 
Antecedents,” in Das Deuteronomium: Entstehung, Gestalt, und Botschaft (ed. N. Lohfink; BETL 68; Leuven: 
Leuven University, 1985), 83-87. 
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contentions concerning the Israelite roots of the inter-tribal political relationship 

that אח describes, and I will return to it in Chapter 5.    

Although the theses of Perlitt, Nestor, and Sparks shed new light on the 

meaning and use of אח in Deut 12-26, it is essential to note that biblical scholars have 

overwhelmingly viewed Deut 3 as part of a secondary framework to the biblical book 

(Deut 1-3 and 31), traditionally assigned to the Deuteronomistic Historian.174  This 

material contextualizes the legal core as Moses’ final speech before Israel enters the 

Promised Land, and provides a summary of the events that have transpired since the 

people left Mt. Horeb.  Thus, it should come as no surprise that Perlitt excludes אח’s 

appearance in Deut 3:18-20, 10:9 and 18:1-2 from his investigation, as he considers 

the use of the term in these passages dependent on the “fraternal structure” of the 

Israelite tribes.175  The reiteration of the proceeding biblical narrative means that the 

reference to the dispensation of Transjordanian territory to Gad and Reuben in Deut 

3 connects this text directly to Num 32 and its reference to “brotherhood” between 

the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and Israel as a whole.  In an additional narrative 

connection, Joshua recalls this event in Josh 1, using language that appears 

dependent on both of the proceeding passages in the Pentateuch.176   

In order to explain these intertextual connections, Schorn and Seebass have 

both argued that Num 32 contains a distinct “Grundschicht,” which stands behind 

                                                 
174 Nelson, Deuteronomy, 3; Otto, Deuteronomium 1,1-4,43, 239; Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1-11, 9-10.   
175 Perlitt, “Ein einzig Volk von Brüdern,” 57. 
176 For instance, Num 32, Deut 3, and Josh 1 all use identical language to discuss the dispensation of 
Transjordanian territory to Reuben and Gad (as well as the Half-Tribe of Manasseh in Deut 3 and Josh 
1): “your brothers” (אחיכם; Num 32:6, Deut 3:18, 20, Josh 14, 15), “warriors” or “to go as warriors” (the 
root חלץ; Num 32:20, 21, Deut 3:18), “soldiers” (בני חיל or גבורי חיל; Deut 3:18, Josh 1:14), “livestock” 
 …etc ,(Num 32:1, 4, Deut 3:19, Josh 1:14 ;מקנה)
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both of the other passages.177  Importantly, both of their studies rightfully eschew a 

traditional source-critical analysis of the text in Numbers, thereby revealing 

previously unnoticed internal literary seams.178   Furthermore, these scholars place 

use of אחים in v.6 within the text’s oldest layer.  In contrast, they regard v.7’s 

inclusionary definition of these “brothers” as “the Israelites” (בני ישראל), one of the 

text’s clearest links to the genealogical tradition of the tribes’ shared identity, as a 

later expansion dependent on the text of Deut 3.   In addition, Schorn explicitly 

states that the “Grundschicht” of Num 32 that she hypothesizes links Gad and 

Reuben’s status as אחים to the expectation of their mobilization as military units in 

the upcoming campaign in Cisjordan.179  Significantly, I will argue in Chapter 4 that 

the expectation of martial support was a key element of the political relationship of 

tribal “brotherhood.”  Once again, recognition of אח’s situated meaning within the 

discourse that supported this affiliation illuminates the scribal processes that 

shaped the biblical passage into its received form. 

Concerning Judg 1:3 and 17, Niditch explicitly states that אח’s meaning in 

these verses is dependent on the received genealogical “tradition” of the 

relationship between the eponymous ancestors of the tribes of Judah and Simeon: 

Judah, the southern tribe, treated as an individual hero, asks his brother Simeon 
to join him in waging war in a cooperative arrangement.  Notice the use of the 
first person singular in v. 3.  The tradition describes the brothers as both sons of 

                                                 
177 Schorn, Ruben und das System der zwölf Stämme Israels, 155-157; Horst Seebass, “Erwägungen zu 
Numeri 32:1-38,” JBL 118/1 (1999): 38. 
178 A traditional source-critical analysis of Num 32 and its relationship to Deut 3 posits a reciprocal 
relationship between these texts.  Thus, Levine writes that the JE core of Num 32 (vs.1, 16-21) served 
as a source for the Deuteronomist, who utilized this material in the composition of Deut 3:18-20.  
However, he then suggests that a later editor introduced elements of this Deuteronomic version back 
into Num 32, followed by an even later priestly writer who inserted vv.2-15 and 22-32, thereby 
creating the received MT.  Levine, Numbers 21-36, 503.  
179 Schorn, Ruben und das System der zwölf Stämme Israels, 155. 
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Leah, while the present historiographic annal suggests some view of military 
cooperatives, an image found in subsequent chapters in which components of 

Israel join in battle against enemies.180 
 

In this quote, Niditch recognizes the role of joint military action for the inter-group 

relationship אח describes for Judah and Simeon, as well as the singular description of 

the latter, but nonetheless subsumes these elements to the biblical description of 

their fraternal origins.  This is significant, as other scholars have also recognized the 

overt military setting of אח’s use in Judg 1:3 and 17, similar to medieval rabbinic 

commentators.181  Groß goes beyond Niditch’s argument in his recent commentary 

on Judges, and emphatically asserts that use of אח in vv.3 and 17 is literarily 

dependent on Gen 29-50.182   

Finally, despite the apparent genealogical dissonance communicated by 

Benjamin’s description as the “brother” of Israel in Judg 20:23 and 28, scholars have 

overwhelmingly treated these texts as an inclusionary expression of shared Israelite 

identity, thereby assuming the passages’ dependence on the canonical genealogy of 

Jacob and his sons.  This is apparent in the choices translators have made in 

rendering the text into English, as well as statements in modern commentaries. For 

instance, Boling, Soggin, and Niditch, as well as NRSV and JPS, translate the 

                                                 
180 Susan Niditch, Judges: A Commentary (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2008), 38. 
181 Amit connects this language to the formation of a military partnership between Judah and Simeon, 
with no indication that she views the term’s use as dependent on Gen 29-50. Yairah Amit, The Book of 
Judges: The Art of Editing (BIS 38; eds. R. Alan Culpepper and Rolf Rendtorff; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 145.  
Alternatively, Frolov never discusses אח in these verses, but does characterize the passage as a 
description of a military campaign that involved Judah and Simeon as “allied tribes.”  Serge Frolov, 
Judges (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2013), 40. 
182 Groß writes: “Nach dem programmatischen königszeitlichen Entwurf des genealogischen Zwölf-
Stämme-Systems Israels, wie es in Gen 29 als Sohnesliste Jakobs erscheint, sind Simeon und Juda als 
Lea-Söhne Vollbrüder Gen 29, 33.35…Die Waffenbrüderschaft Judas mit Simeon ist daher aus der Sicht 
von Ri 1 wohl begründet.” Walter Groß, Richter (ed. Erich Zenger; Freiburg: Herder, 2009), 120. 
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Israelites’ singular 1st person reference to the Benjaminites as אחי in Judg 20:23 and 

28 with the plural phrases “our brothers” and “my brothers” respectively, following 

the interpretive trend initiated by the translators responsible for the LXX, Peshitta, 

and Targums that I previously described.183  Furthermore, none of the commentators 

listed above explain their decision to disregard a literal rendering of the MT. 

In spite of this silence, it is clear that by overlooking the singular 

construction, all of these translations are able to harmonize the passages with the 

canonical description of the tribes’ shared identity as components of a unified 

people named Israel.  Niditch’s statement that the “kinship of all Israelites is an 

important theme of [Judg 19-21]…” provides evidence that such a concern has 

guided these scholars’ reading of 184.אח  Frolov reiterates this view when he cites 

Judg 20:23 and 28 and states that the “integrity of Israel as a kinship construct 

requiring a full complement of twelve tribes” is a fundamental component of Judg 

19-21 as a literary unit.185  From a rhetorical perspective, Wong writes that reference 

to Benjamin as an אח in Judg 20:23 and 28 marks this group as “a tribe of Israel.”  As 

such, emphasis on Benjamin’s Israelite identity belongs to a narrative progression, 

wherein the other tribes come to realize through their defeats that military action 

against a “brother” might be out of bounds.186  In this analysis, Wong isolates several 

components that the Inter-Group אח Texts share in their representation of 

                                                 
183 Robert G. Boling, Judges (AB 6A; eds. William Foxwell Albright and David Noel Freedman; New York: 
Double Day, 1975), 281-282; Niditch, Judges, 197; J. Alberto Soggin, Judges: A Commentary (trans. John 
Bowden; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1981), 292. 
184 Niditch, Judges, 203. 
185 Frolov, Judges, 314. 
186 Gregory T. K. Wong, Compositional Strategy of the Book of Judges: An Inductive Rhetorical Study (VTSup 
111; Leiden: Brill, 2006), 66-67. 
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“brotherhood” between Israelite tribes.  However, the author does not explore the 

implications of these elements for the meaning and use of אח in this discursive 

context, as he focuses his investigation on understanding the compositional logic of 

Judges in its received form.  From this perspective, Wong clearly understands the 

“brotherhood” between Israel and Benjamin as a reference to the latter group’s 

inclusion within the former. 

The proceeding survey of past and present treatments of those biblical 

passages I have classified as the Inter-Group אח Texts reveals a persistent 

hermeneutical trend in scholarly understandings of Israelite tribal “brotherhood.”  

Above all, ancient and modern analyses have assumed that אח communicated a 

notion of Israelite identity in these texts that is dependent on the twelve-tribe 

system’s depiction of Israel as single population group composed of equivalent sub-

units.  Despite this presumption, researchers have also isolated evidence for these 

biblical passages’ complex compositional histories.  In light of their arguments, it is 

reasonable to ask why scholars have not specifically questioned the meaning of אח in 

relation to their hypothesized textual layers.  The structure and contents of the 

biblical narrative regarding Jacob and his family, as well as archaeological and text-

based argument that claim Israel constituted a distinct ethnic group in the pre-

monarchic period, provide an explanation for this enduring approach to the 

meaning of אח. 

 

The Sons of Jacob and the Twelve-Tribe System 
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In its canonical form, the Hebrew Bible explicitly defines the internal and 

external boundaries of Israel as a unified people, especially through the narratives 

and genealogies regarding Jacob and his sons in Gen 25-50. 187  The prefatory position 

of this material in the biblical corpus conditions all subsequent understandings of 

Israelite identity by the reader, including references to Israelite tribal 

“brotherhood” in the passages I have identified as Inter-Group אח Texts.  The Jacob 

story (Gen 25-35) begins with the patriarch’s in utero struggle against his twin 

brother Esau.  Once older, Jacob is able to trick his elder sibling into selling him his 

birthright, despite Esau’s status as the firstborn (25:29-34).  Shortly thereafter, 

Jacob’s mother Rebekah compels him to exploit his father Isaac’s faded sight in 

order to obtain his blessing in place of Esau (27:1-29).   This deceitful act enrages his 

brother, leading Rebekah to send Jacob to his uncle Laban in Haran (27:43-45).  On 

the way, Jacob experiences a divine encounter, which he marks by erecting a 

“standing stone” (מצבה), naming the site “Bethel” (בית אל; “House of El/God”) and 

declaring a vow: 

אם יהיה אלהים עמדי ושמרני בדרך הזה אשר אנכי הולך ונתן לי לחם לאכל ובגד ללבש: ושבתי 

בשלם אל בית אבי והיה יהוה לי אלהים: והאבן הזאת אשר שמתי מצבה יהיה בית אלהים וכל אשר 

 תתן לי עשר אעשרנו לך:
 
…if God remains with me, and protects me on this journey which I am 
undertaking, and provides me with bread to eat and clothes to wear, and I 
return to the house of my father safely, then Yahweh will be my god; and this 
stone, which I have made a ‘standing stone,’ shall be God’s dwelling, and all that 
you give to me, I will set aside a tenth of it as a tithe for you (28:20-22).   

 

                                                 
187 Andriolo, “A Structural Analysis of Genealogy and Worldview in the Old Testament,” 1664-1665; 
Crüsemann, “Human Solidarity and Ethnic Identity,” 67-71. Hendel notes that the patriarchal 
narratives of Gen 12-50 depict an increased tension and complexity between figures that the 
genealogical framework separates from the chosen lineage and Israel’s particular ancestors.  Hendel, 
Remembering Abraham, 11. 
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Once Jacob arrives at Haran, he quickly locates his uncle, who tricks him into 

marrying both of his daughters, Leah and Rachel, despite Jacob’s specific love for the 

younger of the two (29:15-30).  A sisterly competition ensues in which each of Jacob’s 

wives elicits her handmaids help in an endeavor to provide her husband with sons, 

leading to the births of Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, Asher, 

Issachar, Zebulun, and Joseph (29:31-30:24).  After Jacob grows wealthy in livestock 

at the expense of Laban (30:25-31:51), he returns to Canaan to reconcile with his 

brother Esau (32:4-33:17) and eventually returns to Bethel, the sight of his previous 

divine encounter, in order to build an altar and fulfill his earlier vow (35:1-7).  God 

appears to Jacob at this time, renames him “Israel,” and blesses him (35:9-12).  As the 

newly renamed patriarch and his family are leaving Bethel, Rachel struggles to give 

birth to Benjamin and dies (35:16-19).  Jacob buries her on the road to Ephrath 

(35:19), and then journeys on to join his brother Esau at Mamre, where they bury 

their father Isaac together (35:27-29). 

The Joseph story (Gen 37-50) follows directly upon the Jacob story, separated 

only by the genealogical material related to Esau/Edom in Gen 36.  At its core, this 

text paints a vivid picture of the Israelite tribes’ eponymous ancestors as “brothers” 

 in a tale that centers on the dynamics of sibling rivalry.  The narrative begins ,(אחים)

with Joseph, seventeen years old, tending his father’s flocks in Canaan and bringing 

him disparaging reports of his brothers.  Gen 37:3 states that “Israel loved Joseph 

above all his sons, for he was the son of his old age, and he made him an ornamented 

tunic” (וישראל אהב את יוסף מכל בניו כי בן זקנים הוא לו ועשה לו כתנת פסים).  The combination 

of Joseph’s dreams depicting his elevated status, along with his father’s affection, 
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enrages his brothers (Gen 37:5-11).  Eventually, Jacob’s other sons decide to kill 

Joseph, but Reuben advises them to simply strip him of his tunic and place him in a 

pit (Gen 37:18-24).  Later, Judah convinces his brothers to sell Joseph to passing 

Ishmaelites rather than kill him, but a group of Midianites pull Joseph from the pit 

first.  They then sell him to the Ishmaelites, who bring the boy to Egypt (Gen 37:25-

28).  In order to hide their crime, Joseph’s brothers dip his tunic in blood and present 

it to their despondent father as evidence of Joseph’s death at the hands of a wild 

beast (Gen 37:31-35).   

Once in Egypt, Joseph is sold to Potiphar, a courtier to Pharaoh.  Through 

Yahweh’s assistance, he finds quick success in his new master’s home, but the false 

testimony of Potiphar’s wife causes her furious husband to place his new servant in 

prison (Gen 39:1-20).  Nevertheless, Yahweh looks after Joseph here as well, 

disposing the chief jailer towards him (Gen 39:21-22).  Later, Joseph’s ability to 

correctly interpret dreams leads to his audience with the pharaoh, who recognizes 

his sagacity and places him in charge of food storage against a looming famine (Gen 

40-41).  The shortage of food eventually reaches Canaan, and Jacob sends his 

remaining sons, with the exception of Benjamin, to procure supplies in Egypt (Gen 

42:1-5).  “When Joseph saw his brothers, he recognized them, but he treated them as 

strangers and spoke with them harshly…” ( וירא יוסף את אחיו ויכרם ויתנכר אליהם וידבר

 Through a number of machinations, Joseph compels his siblings to   .(אתם קשות

return to Egypt with their youngest brother Benjamin in order to prove that they 

are not spies (Gen 42:18-38).   
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After a time, the continuing famine in the land of Canaan forces Joseph’s 

brothers to return to Egypt for provisions once more.  After secretly placing his 

silver goblet in Benjamin’s bag, Joseph accuses his siblings of stealing from him, and 

arrests his younger brother (Gen 44:1-17).  However, after listening to his brothers’ 

supplications and entreaties, as well as Judah’s offer to remain his slave in place of 

Benjamin, Joseph finally reveals his true identity: “And he fell on the neck of 

Benjamin, his brother, and he wept, and Benjamin wept on his neck.  Then he kissed 

all of his brothers and wept upon them” ( יפל על צוארי בנימן אחיו ובך ובנימן בכה על ו

םעליהצואריו: וישק לכל אחיו ויבך  ).  The story concludes with Jacob traveling with his 

entire household to Egypt and reuniting with his beloved son. 

Three separate biblical passages within this overarching narrative offer 

specific genealogies of Jacob’s sons, with a corresponding description of their 

familial relationship in Chronicles: Gen 29:31-30:24 and 35:16-20, Gen 35:22b-26, Gen 

46:8-27, and 1 Chr 2:1-2.  Gen 29:31-30:24 and 35:16-20 present a narrative account of 

the births of Jacob’s sons by his wives Leah and Rachel, as well as their maidservants 

Bilhah and Zilpah.  Gen 35:22b-26 then provides a schematic list of these sons, 

organized by mother. 

ודה ויששכר ויהיו בני יעקב שנים עשר: בני לאה בכור יעקב ראובן ושמעון ולוי ויה

וזבולן: בני רחל יוסף ובנימן: ובני בלהה שפחת רחל דן ונפתלי: ובני זלפה שפחת לאה גד ואשר אלה 

    בני יעקב אשר ילד לו בפדן ארם:
 

 
…and the sons of Jacob were twelve. The sons of Leah: the firstborn of Jacob was 
Reuben – Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar and Zebulun.  The sons of Rachel: Joseph 
and Benjamin.  The sons of Bilhah, the maidservant of Rachel: Dan and Naphtali.  
The sons of Zilpah, the maidservant of Leah: Gad and Asher.  These are the sons 
of Jacob who were born to him in Padan-Aram. 
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Gen 46:8-27 constitutes an expanded version of this genealogy containing the same 

list of sons, but extends the range it covers to four generations.188  The passage opens 

in v.8a with the phrase: “And these are the names of the sons of Israel who came to 

Egypt, Jacob and his sons…” (ואלה שמות בני ישראל הבאים מצרימה יעקב ובניו).  The phrase 

“Jacob and his sons” (יעקב ובניו) is a clear addition to the text, meant to clarify the 

identity of “the sons of Israel/Israelites” (בני ישראל).1  189 Chr 2:1-2 contains the same 

list of names.  However, unlike Gen 35:22b and 46:8a, 1 Chr 2:1a only mentions the 

“sons of Israel” (בני ישראל), and makes no use of the name “Jacob” (יעקב).  In all of 

these lists, the tribal eponyms are described as “sons” (בנים), not “brothers” (אחים).  

Nevertheless, the Joseph story (Gen 37-50) makes repeated reference to these 

figures’ identity as אחים, though the text mentions only certain eponyms: Joseph, 

Benjamin,190 Reuben,191 Judah,192 and Simeon.193   

 Ephraim and Manasseh’s fraternal status is more complicated.  Their names 

appear first in Gen 41:50-52, which describes their birth to Joseph. 

וליוסף ילד שני בנים בטרם תבוא שנת הרעב אשר ילדה לו אסנת בת פוטי פרע כהן און: ויקרא יוסף 

אפרים כי את שם הבכור מנשה כי נשני אלהים את כל עמלי ואת כל בית אבי: ואת שם השני קרא 

 הפרני אלהים בארץ עניי:
 
And two sons were born to Joseph before the coming of the year of famine, 
which Asenath, the daughter of Poti-phera the priest of On, bore for him. And 
Joseph called the name of the firstborn Manasseh, “for God has made me forget 
my affliction and the house of my father.”  And he called the name of the second 
Ephraim, “for God has made me fruitful in the land of my suffering.”  
 

                                                 
188 Wilson, Genealogy and History, 188. 
189 Ibid., 188. 
190 Gen 42:36; 43:14-15, 34; 45:14, 22. 
191 Gen 37:21-22, 29-30; 42:22, 37. 
192 Gen 38; 43:3; 44:14-34; 46:28. 
193 Gen 42:24, 36; 43:23. 
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Thus, Ephraim and Manasseh are literally Joseph’s sons, and the nephews of Joseph’s 

brothers.  Indeed, they appear as such in the expanded genealogy of Gen 46:20.   

However, in Gen 48:5-6 Jacob alters Ephraim and Manasseh’s status vis-à-vis 

their father and his other sons: “And now, your two sons who were born to you in 

the land of Egypt before I came to you in Egypt, they shall be mine.  Ephraim and 

Manasseh shall be mine just as Reuben and Simeon are.  But your offspring that you 

beget after them shall be yours; they will be called by the name of their brothers in 

their territorial inheritance” ( שני בניך הנולדים לך בארץ מצרים עד באי אליך מצרימה לי  ועתה

הם אפרים ומנשה כראובן ושמעון יהיו לי: ומולדתך אשר הולדת אחריהם לך יהיו על שם אחיהם יקראו 

 Thus, it appears that Jacob adopts Ephraim and Manasseh on his deathbed  .(בנחלתם

in Gen 48:5-6.194  The text highlights the figures’ new status as sons (בנים) of Jacob by 

equating them with Reuben and Simeon (כראובן ושמעון יהיו לי).  Moreover, the text 

declares that Joseph’s future sons will be “called by the name of their brothers” in 

their own territorial inheritance, or נחלה (naḥălâ).  In other words, these offspring 

would be regarded as the dependents of Ephraim and Manasseh, who will inherit 

“among their father’s brothers.”195  The meaning of this passage is clear: Ephraim 

and Manasseh are now the sons (בנים) of Jacob, and share the familial status of 

“brothers” (אחים) alongside his other offspring.  

                                                 
194 Westermann qualifies this statement, writing “This can be called ‘adoption’ in a rather broad 
sense…in fact it is meant as legitimation, because the sons remain with their parents; and it is a 
subsequent legitimation which refers only to their future as fathers of tribes.” Westermann, Genesis 
37-50, 220.  Although he questions the juridical nature of the act this verse describes, Ebach maintains 
that this text is best understood as “adoption” in a general sense.  Ebach, Genesis 37-50, 532. 
195 Shunya Bendor, The Social Structure of Ancient Israel (Jerusalem: Simor, 1996), 174. 
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 The genealogies and related narratives clearly emphasize the “brotherhood” 

of the tribal eponyms through their common position as sons of a single father.  The 

tribal lists of the Israelites in the Hebrew Bible contribute to this picture by 

consistently linking the names known from the genealogies to the constituent units 

of a tribal confederation known as “Israel” (ישראל) or “The Tribes of Israel” ( שבטי

 although they arrange the eponyms in different ways.  Viewed together, this ,(ישראל

material supports an understanding of Israel within the received biblical corpus as a 

unified people and polity composed of twelve named segments, frequently referred 

to as the twelve-tribe system.  Importantly, this conceptual paradigm of Israel’s 

overarching kinship and socio-political structure unambiguously orients the tribes’ 

identities vertically as sub-units of a single group, rather than horizontally as 

distinct populations.196   

Exod 1:1-7 facilitates the tribal eponyms’ literary transition from individual 

ancestors to population groups within this system.  Vv.1-4 list the “names of the 

sons of Israel who came to Egypt with Jacob, each having come with his household: 

Reuben, Simeon, Levi and Judah; Issachar, Zebulun and Benjamin; Dan and Naphtali; 

Gad and Asher” ( ים מצרימה את יעקב איש וביתו באו: ראובן שמעון לוי שמות בני ישראל הבא

 Joseph is conspicuously absent from this  .(ויהודה: יששכר זבולן ובנימן: דן ונפתלי גד ואשר

list, but v.5b informs the reader, in accordance with the previous narrative, that he 

was already present in Egypt.  Exod 1:1-4 continues to designate the “sons of Israel” 

                                                 
196 Kallai, “The Twelve-Tribe Systems of Israel,” 53.  The name and concept of the “twelve-tribe 
system” derives from Martin Noth’s short, but highly influential, study Das System der zwölf Stämme 
Israels (BWANT 4/1; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1930; repr., Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft, 1978), 3-4.  I will examine Noth’s thesis in greater detail later in this chapter. 
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 as the literal offspring of Jacob/Israel, though their names form a simple (בני ישראל)

list rather than a genealogy.197  However, v.7 describes how the offspring of Jacob’s 

sons multiplied over time, and eventually grew into a “people” (עם; Exod 1:9): “And 

the Israelites were fruitful, and teemed, and became great, and extremely numerous, 

so that the land was filled with them” ( ובני ישראל פרו וישרצו וירבו ויעצמו במאד מאד ותמלא

 Noth writes that after this verse the biblical narrative consistently uses  .(הארץ אתם

the phrase בני ישראל (bĕnê yiśrāʼēl) to refer to the larger collective of “Israelites,” 

rather than the particular “sons of Israel.”198  Through this, the received biblical text 

alters the narrative’s focus from the patriarchal families to the people of Israel, 

“who now form the object of the divine action in history.”199 

 

Israelite Material Culture and the Merneptah Stele 

Archaeological and text-based studies of Early Israel produced in the United 

States and Israel over the past quarter century have frequently approached the 

Bible’s description of the Israelites’ shared descent and “brotherhood” described 

above to be a reflection of the indefinite kin ties commonly associated with ethnic 

sentiments.200  Halpern gives unambiguous voice to this supposition in his books The 

                                                 
197 Martin Noth, Exodus: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962), 20; Kallai, “The Twelve-Tribe 
Systems of Israel,” 63.  
198 Noth, Exodus, 20. 
199 Ibid., 20. 
200 For example, see: de Geus, The Tribes of Israel, 163-165; William G. Dever, “Ceramics, Ethnicity, and 
the Question of Israel’s Origins,” BA 58/4 (1995): 210-211; Halpern, The Emergence of Israel in Canaan, 
148; Robert D. Miller II, Chieftains of the Highland Clans: A History of Israel in the 12th and 11th Centuries B.C. 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2005), 2; ibid, “Identifying Earliest Israel,” BASOR 333 (2004): 55-
68); Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 120.  Bloch-Smith accepts the possibility that “later 
biblical ‘collective memory,’ which regarded kinship, cult, and territory as primordial unifying 
factors” may have simplified and obscured those elements that originally unified Israel as a people, 
but she still dates the existence of an Israelite ethnos to the 12th or 11th centuries B.C.E.  Elizabeth 



 

  96 

 

Emergence of Israel in Canaan and The First Historians, where he argues that “Israel” 

existed as a fictive kin-group already by the 12th century BCE, where in the word אח 

denoted membership within this larger identity as an expression of “ethnic 

relational concepts” between the members of the tribes.201  Moreover, he states that 

folklore and cult literalized this language, “so that the fictive, physical brotherhood 

of the eponyms of clans x and y can express the relationships of two real clans.  That 

this is the origin of the tribes’” brotherhood, the common sonship of their eponyms 

to the eponym Israel – in the relationship of tribes through which the people, Israel 

were organized – is acknowledged by most scholars…”202  Halpern’s interpretation 

makes room for tribal “brotherhood’s” connection to political relations, but he 

maintains that this association has no salience outside their unity as a “nation” or 

“people” called Israel; a conclusion that my examination of extra-biblical evidence 

from Mari will challenge.203 

Two bodies of extra-biblical evidence have laid the foundation for the notion 

of pre-monarchic Israelite unity as an ethnic group: the apparent homogeneity and 

concentration of particular material cultural forms in settlements that abruptly 

appear at the beginning of the Iron Age in the highlands of Canaan, and reference to 

an entity named “Israel” in a late 13th century Egyptian royal inscription from the 

                                                 
Bloch-Smith, “Israelite Ethnicity in Iron I: Archaeology Preserves What is Remembered and What is 
Forgotten in Israel’s History,” JBL 122/3 (2003): 421.  Faust’s masterful study of Israelite ethnogenesis 
makes a compelling case for the maintenance of symmetrical, local identities in the highlands of 
Canaan during the 12th century BCE, but nevertheless argues that these varied populations were 
organized as subunits of a more complex “Israelite” ethnic group.  Avraham Faust, Israel’s 
Ethnogenesis: Settlement, Interaction, Expansion and Resistance (London: Equinox, 2006), 228-229.   
201 Halpern, The Emergence of Israel in Canaan, 148. 
202 Ibid., 148. 
203 Baruch Halpern, The First Historians: The Hebrew Bible and History (University Park: Pennsylvania 
State University, 1988), 272-274. 
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reign of Merneptah.204  However, as others have demonstrated, the material remains 

linked to Israelite settlement shows strong continuity with ceramic and 

architectural forms from the Late Bronze Age.205  The primary exception to this fact 

is the sudden expansion of settlement in the hills to the north and south of 

Jerusalem.  Nevertheless, applying the name “Israelite” or “proto-Israelite” to these 

settlements is based largely on biblical descriptions of this group’s geographical 

location and the regional scope of the Iron Age II kingdoms of Israel and Judah.206   

No material cultural remains can be used as ethnic traits of pre-monarchic 
Israel, because the location of this entity cannot be established on the basis of 
current textual information…It is quite likely that premonarchic Israelites used 
collar-rimmed storage jars, built four-room houses, laid out some of their 
settlements by building a belt of buildings around a common, central open 
space, had a mixed economy based on sheep/goats and agriculture, and had the 
bet ʼab as the basic social unit.  None of these traits was uniquely Israelite, 
however, nor was the combination of all or part of them.207 
 

As Edelman makes clear in the proceeding quote, there is significant reason to 

remain skeptical concerning Early Israel’s identification as an ethnic group based 

solely on material remains, considering that the artifacts themselves provide no 

such identification.  

                                                 
204 For recent overviews of this evidence and its ethnic interpretation, see: Faust, Israel’s Ethnogenesis, 
33-220. 
205 For an overview of this evidence, see: Diana Edelman, “Ethnicity and Early Israel,” in Ethnicity and 
the Bible (ed. Mark G. Brett; Biblical Interpretation Series 19; eds. R. Alan Culpepper and Rolf 
Rendtorff; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996), 39-54  
206 Edelman, “Ethnicity and Early Israel,” 54; Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 246-251; 
Nestor, Cognitive Perspectives on Israelite Identity, 170-179.  During the mid-1990s, Dever and Finkelstein 
engaged in a charged public debate over the ethnic interpretation of material remains as “Israelite,” 
or “proto-Israelite,” in the pages of Biblical Archaeologist and subsequent publications.  In point-by-
point critique of Dever’s “Ceramics, Ethnicity, and the Question of Israel’s Origins,” Finkelstein 
concludes that ethnic “Israel” only arose at the end of a long process, no earlier than the 9th-8th 
centuries BCE. Israel Finkelstein, “Ethnicity and Origin of the Iron I Settlers in the Highlands of 
Canaan: Can the Real Israel Stand Up?” BA 59/4 (1996): 209. 
207 Edelman, “Ethnicity and Early Israel,” 54. 
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 Nevertheless, the appearance of the name “Israel” in the Merneptah Stele 

remains a brute fact.208  The final poem of this monumental inscription, which 

mythically describes the pharaoh’s establishment of peace and patronage over all of 

Egypt’s enemies, specifically refers to “Israel” alongside the names of various city-

states in the region of Canaan. 

The princes are prostrate, saying “Peace!” 
Not one is raising his head among the Nine Bows. 
Now that Tehenu (Libya) has come to ruin,  
Hatti is pacified; 
Canaan has been plundered into every sort of woe: 
Ashkelon has been overcome; 
Gezer has been captured; 
Yano’am is made non-existent. 
Israel is laid waste and his seed is not; 
Hurru is become a widow because of Egypt. 
All lands are united, they are at peace;  
Everyone that was in uproar is bound by King Merneptah;  
They are given life like Re, forever.209 
 

Structural analyses of this text have produced varying interpretations for what 

“Israel” identifies in this setting, as well as where it should be located.210  For 

instance, Ahlström and Edelman have suggested that a ring structure organizes the 

                                                 
208 There have been attempts to read a different name behind the Egyptian ysryȝr/l in the Merneptah 
Stela than “Israel.”  However, these arguments have not received substantial support within Biblical 
or ancient Near Eastern Studies, and rely on dubious argumentation and imprecise phonology.  See: 
A. Nibbi, Canaan and Canaanite in Egypt (Hawksworth: Becardo, 1989), 101; O.  Margalith, “On the Origin 
and Antiquity of the Name ‘Israel,’” ZAW 102 (1990): 225-37.  For a thorough criticism of these 
arguments, see: Michael G. Hasel, “Israel in the Merneptah Stela,” BASOR 296 (1994): 46. 
209 Translation of inscription adapted from Ingrid Hjelm and Thomas L. Thompson, “The Victory Song 
of Merneptah, Israel and the People of Palestine,” JSOT 27/1 (2002): 10. 
210 Some scholars have argued that the text describes the geographical progression of an Asiatic 
campaign, placing “Israel” most likely in the hill country of Ephraim.  See: William G. Dever, Who Were 
the Early Israelites and Where Did They Come From? (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2003), 201-208; 
James K. Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt: The Evidence for the Authenticity of the Exodus Tradition (Oxford: 
Oxford University, 1997), 29; K. A. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2003), 460.  However, the text’s literary character and mythologically oriented rhetoric 
concerning Merneptah’s supremacy over all of Egypt’s enemies (the “Nine Bows”) should make firm 
geographical conclusions tentative at best.  See: Hjelm and Thompson, “The Victory Song of 
Merneptah, Israel and the People of Palestine,” 13-18; Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 
105.   
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poem, making “Israel” parallel to “Canaan,” and thus a regional toponym for the hill 

country.211  However, this argument requires the reader to view the determinative 

for a “foreign people” before the name “Israel” (a throwing stick followed by a man 

and women seated above three lines) as a scribal error.212   

However, as Hasel writes, “every other entity in this unit is accompanied by 

the determinative for city-state/land/region…”213  Thus, the scribe responsible for 

producing this inscription intentionally distinguished between an entity named 

“Israel” and the city-states of Ashkelon, Gezer, and Yano’am.214  But scholars have 

attributed greater significance to this determinative than mere differentiation 

between the socio-structural characters of these named entities, seeing it as a sign 

that Merneptah’s “Israel” constituted an ethnic group, with a descent-based identity 

that separated this people from the Canaanite populations of the coastal plain.215  

Along these lines, Hasel proclaims that “the [Merneptah Stele], over a century after 

its discovery, still cuts through current scholarly reconstructions and rhetoric with 

a simple declaration: Israel exists as a socioethnic people already located in the land 

of Canaan by 1209 B.C.E.”216  But this conclusion attributes a startling level of nuance 

                                                 
211 G. W. Ahlström and D. Edelman, “Merneptah’s Israel,” JNES 44/1 (1985): 59-60.  
212 Ahlström and Edelman, “Merneptah’s Israel,” 60; Edelman, “Ethnicity in Early Israel,” 36. 
213 Hasel, “Israel in the Merneptah Stela,” 51. 
214 Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 105. 
215 Faust, Israel’s Ethnogenesis, 164; Hasel, “Israel in the Merneptah Stela,” 54; ibid, “Merenptah’s 
Reference to Israel: Critical Issues for the Origin of Israel” in Critical Issues in Early Israelite History (eds. 
Richard S. Hess, Gerald A. Klingbeil, and Paul J. Ray Jr.; Bulletin for Biblical Research Supplements 3; 
ed. Richard S. Hess; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2008), 53.  Van der Toorn describes Merneptah’s 
“Israel” as a “a group of non-urbanized people named presumably after their eponymous ancestor 
Israel,” suggesting its character as an ethnic group.  However, he also maintains that this “Israel” 
should not be uncritically associated with the Iron Age kingdom of that name, though some 
connection between the two seems certain.  Karel Van der Toorn, Family Religion in Babylonia, Syria and 
Israel: Continuity and Change in the Forms of Religious Life (SHCANE 7; eds. B. Halpern and M. H. E. 
Weippert; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996), 185.    
216 Hasel, “Merenptah’s Reference to Israel: Critical Issues for the Origin of Israel,” 59. 
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to Egyptian scribes’ use of this determinative, especially when there is little 

evidence that southern Levantine peoples of the Late Bronze and early Iron Ages 

conceived of their identities along ethnic lines.217  Moreover, although the 

Merneptah Stele stands as proof that a collective entity named “Israel,” capable of 

group-based action in warfare, lived and fought in the region of Canaan by the late 

13th century BCE, the text offers little if any information regarding this entity’s 

relationship to the Iron Age state of “Israel” and the “Israel” of the Bible.218  

Confronted with this name’s appearance in the Merneptah Stele, Fleming 

offers a new interpretation of this text in his recent book The Legacy of Israel in 

Judah’s Bible, and in doing so, a fresh approach to understanding this entity’s 

collective unity prior to the establishment of a monarchic state.  To be precise, he 

suggests that the name “Israel” represents a political identity, not an ethnic group.  

Indeed, he rightly points out that the Merneptah Stele depicts “Israel” and all of the 

other entities it cites as polities, in light of their capacity to engage in war with the 

Egyptian state.219  Significantly, this meaning conforms to biblical usage. 

In the Bible, Israel is the name for the larger Hebrew-speaking kingdom, where 
it indicates the people as a body in their power to act, and it encompasses the 
same people in their unity during the period before kings, whether or not this 
identity is integrated into texts that portray an association of separate peoples 
as with the introductory hymn in the Song of Deborah (Judges 5).  These are 
likewise political uses.220 
 

                                                 
217 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 252. 
218 Davies, In Search of ‘Ancient Israel’, 57-63; Edelman, “Ethnicity and Early Israel,” 38-39; Fleming, The 
Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 243; Karel Van der Toorn, Family Religion in Babylonia, Syria and Israel, 185.  
Consequently, Sparks rightly hesitates to attribute ethnic significance to Merneptah’s Israel, while 
nevertheless believing that a careful reading of the text “does provide some evidence that a 
sociocultural unity existed among a people called ‘Israel’...”  Yet, he also concedes that “Israel” could 
identify a federation of separate “modalities,” united religiously or politically by means of treaties.  
Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 108.  
219 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 242. 
220 Ibid., 240. 
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More generally, Fleming contends that Israel held a distinct political tradition as an 

association of peoples that separated it from the Jerusalem-centered monarchic 

ideology of Judah.  The Merneptah Stele may reflect the roots of this tradition, 

although it is impossible to determine the relationship between this “Israel” and the 

one of the Bible.221  My analysis of the Inter-Group אח Texts in the present dissertation 

supports Fleming’s argument, by showing that biblical scribes shared a conception 

of tribal “brotherhood” as a specific political relationship between independent peer 

polities.  Moreover, recognition of אח’s situated meaning creates a lens for 

identifying the ways in which scribes have attempted to accommodate this Israelite 

political “legacy” into a monarchically oriented, and Judah-centric, text.     

 

Summary 

The proceeding discussion has shown that although the use of אח in the 

biblical passages I have categorized as the Inter-Group אח Texts has elicited little 

specific attention from modern biblical scholars, numerous studies have indicated 

that the Hebrew Bible retains divergent representations of Israel as an association of 

“brother” tribes.  Nevertheless, the assumption that אח’s meaning in the Inter-Group 

 Texts is dependent on the twelve-tribe system’s depiction of Israel as a single אח

people, united by their shared descent from a common forefather, remains standard.  

This supposition compels my reexamination of the biblical representation of 

Israelite tribal “brotherhood” outside the Inter-Group אח Texts in the following 

                                                 
221 Ibid., 251. 
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chapter.  Importantly, a close examination of this textual evidence reveals its 

northern orientation, restricted presence in the biblical corpus, and redacted 

character.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THE TRIBES OF ISRAEL AS “BROTHERS” OUTSIDE OF THE INTER-GROUP אח TEXTS 
 

Introduction 

 As the proceeding chapter showed, the assumption that אח’s meaning in the 

Inter-Group אח Texts is conceptually dependent on the canonical twelve-tribe system 

is predominant within biblical scholarship, and has elicited little critical reflection.  

In this vein, it is important to recognize that the very structure of the received 

biblical corpus predisposes the reader to interpret isolated references to the Israelite 

tribes as אחים through the lens of the genealogies and narratives of Genesis, by the 

simple fact of their introductory position.  Following these texts in the canon, tribal 

lists reaffirm the unity of the Israelite collective as a single people and polity by 

recalling the same litany of eponyms introduced in Gen 25-50.   

However, recent scholarship has revealed the lateness of the twelve-tribe 

system.  I will demonstrate that the concept of “brotherhood” that underlies the 

pentateuchal representation of the relationship between the Israelite tribes 

underwent its own transformation, and that separate notions of this affiliation’s 

meaning are embedded in the received text.  Furthermore, the extent of the tribes’ 

depiction as אחים, either as individual eponymous ancestors or as a single Israelite 

people, is far more restricted within the biblical corpus than generally recognized.  

This fact provides additional support to the conclusion that the twelve-tribe system 

and the genealogy of Jacob and his sons did not constitute a guiding 
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representational paradigm for the biblical scribes throughout every stage of the 

Bible’s compositional history.  Nevertheless, through close analysis it is possible to 

identify evidence that a conception of inter-group “brotherhood” preceded this 

ideology’s development.  In addition Judg 5:14-18 portrays a primarily military 

affiliation between groups that biblical tradition identifies as “Israelite,” but without 

a conception of unity as a single “people” (עם) with a shared name.  In the following 

chapters of the dissertation, I will show that this depiction of named peoples as 

military affiliates offers a more compelling background for understanding the 

meaning and use of אח in certain Inter-Group אח Texts than the late, ideological 

structure of the twelve-tribe system.   

 

The Jacob Story (Gen 25-35) 

Traditional source-critical analyses of the Pentateuch have reinforced a 

belief in the antiquity and unity of the Jacob story’s explanation for the Israelite 

tribal collective by tying the birth narratives of Gen 29:31-30:24 and 35:16-20 to the J 

and E sources, dating both to the early monarchic period (ca. 10-8th cent. BCE).222  

                                                 
222 Friedman reiterates this dating in his popular book Who Wrote the Bible?, in which he dates J and E 
respectively to 848-722 BCE and 922-722 BCE, while marking the terminus ante quem of D the reign of 
Josiah (7th century BCE).  In addition, he argues that P was written as a reaction to J and E, but before 
the fall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians in 587 BCE.  Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible? (New York: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1997), 87, 107-110, 188-192. Friedman’s position draws on Cross’ argument that J 
and E represent southern Judahite and northern Israelite variants of a pre-monarchic “Hebrew Epic,” 
composed when Israel constituted a “league” of tribes in Canaan. However, concerning the 
compositional dates of the sources of the Documentary Hypothesis, Baden writes that “attempts to 
order [P, J, E, and D] chronologically (that is, to date them relatively) and situate them temporally (to 
date them absolutely) with any specificity are based more on a given scholar’s a priori historical 
beliefs than on the texts themselves.  We must be careful not to confuse the literary question with the 
historical one…if it could be demonstrated somehow that J is from the tenth century BCE and that P is 
from the third century BCE, while E is from the second millennium BCE and D was written during the 
Hoover administration, the literary evaluation of the text and the isolation of the sources on the 
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However, certain biblical scholars in the last quarter century, particularly in Europe, 

have presented compelling arguments against the Documentary Hypothesis and its 

assertion that the non-Priestly texts (i.e. J and E) constitute unified sources.223  For 

example, Carr has recently noted this model’s disconnection, even in well-argued 

contemporary articulations, from the known practices of ancient Near Eastern 

scribes.224  As a result, he strongly advocates for a different understanding of the 

non-priestly material’s compositional history in the Pentateuch; a position I adopt in 

this dissertation.  

However easy to grasp and teach, however clear and delimited its picture of the 
precursors to the Pentateuch, however long-established the documentary 
hypothesis once was (and still is , in many English-language discussions), the 
portion of the documentary hypothesis relating to the identification of cross-
Pentateuchal “J” and “E” sources (even aside from questions of dating them) has 
proven multiply flawed.225 
   

This perspective complicates the relative chronological and literary relationship 

between pentateuchal narratives and other portions of the biblical corpus.  Indeed, 

rejecting the existence of extended J and E narratives from the early monarchic 

period in favor of a complex and protracted process of scribal accretion allows for 

the possibility that non-priestly aspects of the Jacob story may have entered the 

stream of tradition quite late in the Hebrew Bible’s compositional history.  

Rendtorff’s The Problem of the Process of Transmission in the Pentateuch (1977) 

was one of the first major works to challenge the Documentary Hypothesis in this 

                                                 
grounds of narrative flow would be precisely the same.” Joel S. Baden, The Composition of the 
Pentateuch: Renewing the Documentary Hypothesis (New Haven: Yale University, 2012), 31. 
223 Nevertheless, the Documentary Hypothesis remains the dominant paradigm for understanding the 
composition of the Pentateuch within the United States and Israel.  
224 Carr, The Formation of the Hebrew Bible, 112. 
225 Ibid., 124. 
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way, with its alternative vision of pentateuchal literature’s origins as a process of 

accretion and compilation involving isolated “larger units” of narrative, rather than 

continuous literary strands.226  According to his analysis, “it is evident…that the 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob stories each [have their] own history of formation and 

[their] own independent profile.”227  Notably, Rendtorff goes on to argue that a lack 

of perceptible pre-Deuteronomistic redaction of the non-Priestly “larger units” of 

narrative in the Pentateuch should lead researchers to explore later dates for this 

text’s compilation.228  

De Pury had already emphasized the Jacob story’s independent, and cohesive 

nature in his 1975 study Promesse divine et légende culturelle dans le cycle de Jacob.  

There, he laid emphasis on the cyclical structure of the core narrative, which he 

argued incorporated a heterogeneous collection of traditions into a new literary 

work, similar to the Odyssey or the Epic of Gilgamesh.229  However, De Pury remained 

tied to the common dating of pentateuchal sources.  This forced him to regard the 

Jacob cycle as a Late Bronze or Iron I foundation saga for some type of “proto-

Israelite” tribal conglomeration in the Ephraimite hills and Transjordan.230   

In contrast, a number of scholars have built on De Pury and Rendtorff’s 

arguments since the 1970’s and sought to isolate the outline of an independent Jacob 

                                                 
226 Rolf Rendtorff, The Problem of the Process of Transmission in the Pentateuch (trans. John J. Scullion; 
JSOTSup 89; eds. David J. Clines and Philip R. Davies; Sheffield: JSOT, 1990; ), 31; trans. of Das 
überlieferungsgeschichtliche Problem des Pentateuch (BZAW 17; Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1977). 
227 Rendtorff, The Problem of the Process of Transmission in the Pentateuch, 181. 
228 Ibid., 201. 
229 Albert de Pury, Promesse divine et légende culturelle dans le cycle de Jacob: Genèse 28 et les traditions 
patriarcales (2 vols.; Paris: J. Gabalda et Cie Éditeurs, 1975), 474-502. 
230 Albert de Pury, “The Jacob Story and the Beginning of the Formation of the Pentateuch” in A 
Farewell to the Yahwist? The Composition of the Pentateuch in Recent European Interpretation (eds. Thomas B. 
Dozeman and Konrad Schmid; SBLSymS 34; ed. Christopher R. Matthews; Atlanta: Scholars, 2006), 54. 
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story within Genesis, free from the traditional source divisions of the Documentary 

Hypothesis.  From this perspective, certain researchers have suggested that the 

birth narrative in 29:31-30:24 is a cohesive unit, secondarily inserted into its current 

literary setting during the period of the divided monarchy or later.231  Accordingly, it 

is important to note that that Gen 29:31-30:24’s account of the tribal eponyms’ births 

noticeably disrupts the narrative logic of the Jacob story.  First, the enumeration of 

Jacob’s sons in this passage is wholly unanticipated in the Jacob story, which 

otherwise is marked by “a network of explicit textual cross references and 

anticipations.”232   Moreover, despite signs of disconnection with the larger 

narrative, researchers such as Blum have pointed to the apparent literary cohesion 

of Gen 29:31-30:24 itself.  Above all, the passage cites events that occur within its 

textual boundaries, creating an internally self-referencing narrative.  This occurs in 

30:18, wherein Leah recalls giving her maidservant Zilpah to Jacob as a wife in 30:9 

when naming Issachar.  Organizationally, the pericope contains a discernable three-

part structure built on episodes of four births, beginning with the delivery of Leah’s 

first four sons (29:32-35), followed by the four sons of Rachel and Leah’s 

                                                 
231 For example: Erhard Blum, Die Komposition der Vätergeschichte (Wissenschaftliche Monographien 
zum Alten und Neuen Testament 57; eds. Ferdinand Hahn and Odil Hannes Steck; Neukirchen: 
Neukirchen Verlag, 1984), 149-151; David M. Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis: Historical and Literary 
Approaches (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 257-271.  LaCocque allows for the possible 
separation of J and E in Gen 29:31-30:24, but nevertheless suggests that this pericope incorporates a 
genealogy that the biblical author has extracted from its original context.  André LaCocque, “Une 
descendance manipulée et ambiguë (Genèse 29,31-30:24)” in Jacob: Commentaire à plusieurs voix de Gen 
25-36, Mélanges offerts à Albert de Pury (eds. Jean-Daniel Macchi and Thomas Römer; Le monde de la 
bible 44; Geneva: Éditions Labor et Fides, 2001), 117, 126.  Macchi regards 29:31-30:24 to be a cohesive 
literary unit, and the earliest witness to the twelve tribe system. Nevertheless, he considers it a 
secondary addition to the Jacob story, which disrupts its narrative logic. Macchi, Israël et ses tribus 
selon Genèse 49, 271.  See also: Thomas L. Thompson, The Literary Formation of Genesis and Exodus 1-23 (vol. 
1 of The Origin Tradition of Ancient Israel; JSOTSup 55; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1987), 104-116, 161-
162. 
232 Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 258. 



 

108 

maidservants (30:5-13), and closing with the birth of the last four children by Leah 

and Rachel themselves (30:14-24).  Finally, throughout 29:31-30:24, the themes of 

Rachel’s barrenness and Leah’s status as the unloved wife provide a consistent 

compulsion to the plot and the characters’ actions.233   

Despite these observations, the procreative competition between Leah and 

Rachel in 29:31-30:24 is only comprehensible in light of Laban’s machinations in 

29:1-30, and many researchers have seen the distinction of tribal status according to 

four mothers an essential component of the Jacob story as a whole.  Consequently, 

certain scholars have pointed to signs of a more limited tradition of the tribal 

eponyms’ births which later scribes altered through the addition of new sons at a 

later date.234  Importantly, while this approach to the passage’s compositional 

history allows for differentiation of tribal status by maternal origin, it also suggests 

the genealogical narrative’s decidedly northern orientation and separation from the 

canonical twelve-tribe system, as I will show through my analysis of the text 

below.235  

First, the most obvious distinction between the twelve-tribe system and Gen 

29:31-30:24 is the absence of Benjamin.  As the second and final son of Rachel, 

Benjamin only appears in 35:16-18.  In addition to literary separation, geographical 

                                                 
233 For more on these aspects of the text, see Blum, Die Komposition der Vätergeschichte, 106.  
234 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 74-81.  See also Thomas Nauerth, Untersuchungen zur 
Komposition der Jakoberzählungen: Auf der Suche nach der Endgestalt des Genesisbuches (BEATAJ 27; eds. 
Matthias Augustin and Michael Mach; Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1997), 176-183.  Schorn omits 
all of Leah’s first four sons from the original text of Gen 29:31-30:24, which she regards as part of a 
northern Israelite E(lohist) source composed between the 8th and 6th centuries BCE. Schorn, Ruben und 
das System der zwölf Stämme Israels, 81.   
235 My interpretation of the original text of Gen 29:31-30:24 is guided by Fleming’s approach to this 
text in The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 77-81. 
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and narrative factors isolate the story of Benjamin’s birth from the other offspring 

of Jacob.  Fleming has highlighted these elements in various publications.236  For 

instance, Benjamin is Jacob’s youngest son, and the only one who is not born in 

Padan-Aram.  In Gen 35:17-19, his birth causes the death of his mother.  

Furthermore, when Jacob prepares to bless Ephraim and Manasseh on his death bed 

in Gen 48:7, he tells Joseph that the two boys will from this point on be considered 

his own sons because “when I was returning from Padan, Rachel died, to my sorrow, 

while I was journeying in the land of Canaan, when still some distance short of 

Ephrath” (ואני בבאי מפדן מתה עלי רחל בארץ כנען בדרך בעוד כברת ארץ לבא אפרתה).  

Curiously, Benjamin goes unmentioned in this passage, as if he did not exist as a 

second offspring of Rachel or cause her death with his birth.   

Benjamin’s secondary inclusion among the sons of Jacob appears even more 

likely in light of Joseph’s role as the culminating offspring of the favored wife Rachel 

in Gen 30:23-24.  Admittedly, Joseph’s double naming tradition in Gen 30:24, wherein 

Rachel declares “may Yahweh provide another son for me” (יסף יהוה לי בן אחר), 

clearly alludes to Benjamin’s impending birth through a pun on the verbal root of 

Joseph’s name (אסף; ʼsp).  However, as a second naming statement, this passage is 

likely a late addition meant to link a story of Benjamin’s delivery with a received 

narrative of the tribal eponyms’ births in Syria.237 

Moving deeper into Gen 29:31-30:24, the concubines Bilhah and Zilpah give 

birth to Dan, Naphtali, Gad, and Asher in 30:6-13.  The sisterly competition between 

                                                 
236 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 158; ibid, “Mari and the Possibilities of Biblical 
Memory,” 64-65.   
237 Blum, Die Komposition der Vätergeschichte, 111; Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 77. 
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unloved vs. loved wife and fertile vs. barren wife that compels the events of Gen 

29:31-30:24 suggests that Rachel and Leah’s maidservants were an original 

component of the narrative’s genealogical structure.  Moreover, Bilhah and Zilpah’s 

role in the story is portended by their appearance in 29:24 and 29.  Their inclusion 

also allows for subtle gradations in tribal status, a common component of oral inter-

group genealogies.238  Furthermore, as I already touched upon in the preceding 

chapter and will discuss in greater detail below, these four groups appear together 

in the core tribal list of Gen 49:13-21, as well as Judg 5:13-18.239  Consequently, there 

is compelling evidence that these four eponyms belonged to the earliest conceptions 

of Israel as a tribal collective, and therefore also the genealogical core of Gen 29:31-

30:24.  

Following Gen 30:1-13, Reuben brings his mother Leah mandrakes in v.14, 

which she gives to Rachel for a night with their mutual husband.  This exchange 

results in the births of Issachar and Zebulun.  The connection between Reuben’s 

actions and the birth of his younger brothers links these eponyms in the story.  

Moreover, the consistent connection between Issachar and Zebulun as a pair in the 

tribal list tradition bears witness to the antiquity of their membership in the 

Israelite collective.240  In fact, the unique tribal list found in Judg 5:14-18, which 

scholars widely regard as the most ancient register of the Israelite tribes, mentions 

                                                 
238 See Wilson’s analysis of genealogies recorded for the Baggara in 1905 and 1955 in Wilson, Genealogy 
and History in the Biblical World, 48-54. 
239 Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 182-183; Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 78. 
240 Issachar and Zebulun form a consistent pair in almost every tribal list, with the notable exceptions 
of Num 13:4-15, Deut 27:12-13, Josh 21:4-7, 9-38, Judg 1:2-35, 1 Chr 6:39b-66.  Halpern views Issachar 
and Zebulun’s order in tribal lists as indicative of the text’s relative dates.  Halpern, The Emergence of 
Israel in Canaan, 117-133.  
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Issachar and Zebulun together in vv.14b-15a.  Moreover, reference to these groups 

in Judg 5:14-18 immediately precedes a description of Reuben’s lack of participation 

in the battle against the Canaanites in v.16.  Although it is difficult to determine 

whether or not the order of eponyms in this passage bears any structural 

significance, the contextual link between these groups in this ancient text may 

suggest a scribal conception of a particular association between them.  This 

affiliation would correspond with their genealogical relationship in Gen 29:31-30:24 

and thereby indicate their inclusion in the pericope’s oldest textual layers.241  

Alternatively, Schorn has argued that a late “Jahwe-Bearbeiter” inserted the birth 

notices for Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah in 29:31-35, while also introducing 

secondary etymologies for the names of Issachar, Zebulun, and Joseph in 30:18, 20, 

and 24.242  While her analysis points to important differences between the birth 

notices of the concubines’ sons and Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Zebulun, 

and Joseph, her dissection of the passage creates a pastiche of birth notices with no 

consideration of the pericope’s larger narrative logic.243   

                                                 
241 Halpern argues that there is a direct link between the enumeration of the tribes in Judg 5:14-18 and 
genealogical structure consisting of 4 “mothers,” but that this separation is primarily geographical in 
this text.  Halpern, The Emergence of Israel in Canaan, 149.  For more on the antiquity of Reuben’s 
position as the “firstborn,” see Frank Moore Cross’ influential study “Reuben, the Firstborn of Jacob: 
Sacral Traditions and Early Israelite History,” in From Epic to Canon: History and Literature in Ancient 
Israel (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University, 1998), 53-70. 
242 Schorn, Ruben und das System der Zwölf Stämme Israels, 72-73. 
243 Above all, Schorn notes lexical connections between the birth notices of Leah’s sons, as well as 
their frequent attachment to double naming statements.  Schorn, Ruben und das System der Zwölf 
Stämme Israels, 73.  Yet, her analysis argues that Gen 29:31-30:24 contains an originally Elohistic text at 
its core, which received a later “Yahwistic” redaction.  By isolating the major themes that provide 
structure to the birth narrative, Blum has shown that this text resists such source-critical dissection. 
Blum, Die Komposition der Vätergeschichte, 106-110. 
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In contrast to the literary necessity of Reuben’s position as the firstborn son 

of Leah, several signs indicate the secondary addition of Simeon, Levi, and Judah in 

Gen 29:33-35.244  Unlike the other eponyms enumerated in the birth narrative of Gen 

29:31-30:24, Simeon and Levi “have no clear place in the geography of Israel…”245  If 

the genealogy that this passage describes is meant to explain the tribal association 

that constitutes an Israelite polity, then this distinction is significant.  Moreover, as 

Fleming notes, “no narrative ingredient is lost by the removal of Simeon, Levi, and 

Judah from the older birth story.”246 Finally, the late introduction of these eponyms 

into the birth narrative is supported by an analysis of the tribal list tradition in Gen 

49, Deut 33, and Judg 5, which I will examine later in this chapter. 

Thus, careful attention to narrative fault lines in Gen 29:31-30:24 points to a 

less extensive enumeration of the patriarch’s children, which was likely an original 

component of an independent Jacob story.  According to this interpretation, Jacob’s 

sons were Reuben, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, Asher, Issachar, Zebulun, and Joseph.  As 

such, the original text included only eight tribes, with no reference to the southern 

or landless tribes of Simeon, Levi, and Judah.247  Also of note, from a geographical 

standpoint the hypothesized original text associates the entire central highlands 

with the figure of Joseph.  However, biblical tradition strongly links this region with 

                                                 
244 Likewise, Dinah is widely regarded as a secondary addition to the birth narrative.  Unlike her 
siblings, Dinah’s name is not explained, and her presence in this passage is most likely intended to 
foreshadow the events of Gen 34.  For example, see: Blum, Die Komposition der Vätergeschichte, 110.  
245 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 80. 
246 Ibid., 81. 
247 This interpretation stands in contrast to scholars who assert that pre-monarchic Israel constituted 
a ten-tribe collective, based in part on Ahijah’s prophecy to Jeroboam that Yahweh was about to give 
him “ten tribes,” with “one tribe” as a remnant for his servant David’s dynastic line in 1 Kgs 11:31-32.  
For a recent assertion of an originally ten-tribe Israel, see: Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient 
Israel, 269; ibid, “Genesis 49 and the Tribal List Tradition in Ancient Israel,” ZAW 115 (2003): 329.  
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the names of Ephraim and Manasseh (Josh 16-17, Judg 1:27-29).  Yet, by combining 

Ephraim and Manasseh under the figure of Joseph in the birth narrative, the text 

provides a single ancestral identity for the entirety of the Israelite kingdom’s 

heartland, elevating this figure as the firstborn son of Jacob’s preferred wife.  The 

relative status of Joseph therefore indicates the Jacob story’s northern monarchic 

origin, with the tale’s particular emphasis on Bethel even suggesting the locale for 

the original narrative’s textualization.248   

Yet, while the differentiated status of Joseph in Gen 30:22-24 appears to 

presuppose the existence of the Northern Kingdom, it is necessary to point out that 

the symbol of “brotherhood” is poorly adapted to the exclusionary power structures 

required of a monarchic state.  Consequently, there is good reason to believe that a 

conception of the tribes’ “brotherhood” preceded the institution of the monarchy, 

and that the Bethel-based scribes were forced to work within such a framework to 

assert Joseph’s, and thus Ephraim’s, preeminence within an established collaborative 

political structure involving multiple peer groups capable of pursing their own 

public goals.249 

In light of all this evidence for the monarchic Israelite provenience of the 

Jacob story and its enumeration of the patriarch’s sons, it is perhaps unsurprising 

                                                 
248 Blum, Die Komposition der Vätergeschichte, 175-190; Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 264-268; 
Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 79. The “House of Joseph” also captures the site of Bethel 
in Judg 1:22-25.  In addition, the phrase the “House of Joseph,” in direct opposition to the “House of 
Judah,” appears to indicate the Northern Kingdom of Israel in a handful of biblical passages, including 
2 Sam 19:21.  See: Blum, Die Komposition der Vätergeschichte, 182-183. 
249 As I note in the proceeding chapter, Fleming has cogently argued that Israelite traditions within 
the Hebrew Bible bear witness to such a political framework in the north, which sharply contrasts 
with the exclusionary and dynasty-based monarchic traditions operational in the Kingdom of Judah.  
Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 26-27, 179-192. 
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that allusions to Jacob appear in the book of Hosea, widely accepted as originating in 

the Northern Kingdom before its conquest by Assyria in 722 BCE.  As the table below 

shows, Hos 12 makes several references to events that appear in Gen 25-35. 

TABLE 2.1. Hosea 12 and Gen 25:19-35:29250  

Hosea Genesis  Description of Narrative Elements 

12:4a 25:21-26 Twin Birth of Jacob and Esau 

12:4a 25:26, 27:36 Etymology of the name "Jacob" 

12:4a 25:21-26, 29-34 Reversal of Primogeniture 

12:4b 32:23-33 Struggle with Divine Adversary 

12:5a 32:19 Etymology of the name "Israel" 

12:5b 28:10-22, 30-31 Theophany at Bethel 

12:7 28:15, 21, 31:13 Promise of Return and Divine 
Protection 

12:9 30:25-31:19 Acquisition of Wealth 

12:12b 31:46-54 Galeed/Gilead 

12:13a 27:43-45, 29:1, 
28:2 

Flight to Aram 

12:13b 29:15-30 Voluntary Service for a Woman 

12:13b 30:25-42 Shepherding for a Woman 

 

Yet, an examination of the larger rhetorical context of this text and the details of the 

story the author chose to convey shows that Hos 12 viewed an ascriptive Israelite 

identity based on descent from Jacob as only one of multiple competing ideologies 

for explaining the people’s unity and origins during the monarchic period.  Even 

more important for the present discussion, conspicuous omissions in the passage’s 

references to the Jacob story suggest that the author responsible for this prophetic 

text may have been unfamiliar with a tradition that precisely enumerated all of 

Jacob’s sons.  

                                                 
250 TABLE 2.1 is adapted from de Pury, “The Jacob Story and the Beginning of the Formation of the 
Pentateuch,” 61. 
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 First, Hos 12 presents its allusions to the Jacob story in surprisingly negative 

tones.  This rhetorical perspective is contextually understandable, in light of the 

chapter’s character as a ריב (rîb), or “lawsuit/dispute,” against Ephraim/Israel: 

“Yahweh has a lawsuit with Israel / and visits punishment upon Jacob according to 

his ways / according to his deeds he requites him” ( עם יהודה ולפקד על יעקב וריב ליהוה 

 Throughout the chapter, the text compares the  251.(כדרכיו כמעלליו ישיב לו

questionable actions of Ephraim/Israel’s ancestor Jacob against the more 

praiseworthy actions of Yahweh’s prophet Moses and his role in the people’s exodus 

from Egypt.252  This portrayal reaches its apex in vv.13-14: “Jacob fled to the field of 

Aram / and served for a wife / for a wife he guarded [sheep] / But by a prophet 

Yahweh brought up / Israel from Egypt / and by a prophet they were guarded” 

( רם ויעבד ישראל באשה ובאשה שמר: ובנביא העלה יהוה את ישראל ממצרים ויברח יעקב שדה א

 Based on a close reading of the text, de Pury writes that the author of  .(ובנביא בשמר

Hosea 12 reproaches Ephraim/Israel as “the close and naïve reincarnation of their 

                                                 
251 Brown, Driver, and Briggs, “ריב,” BDB, 936.  The ריב appears to have been a legal literary type that 
prophetic author’s adopted for certain oracular statements.  Otto Eissfeldt, The Old Testament: An 
Introduction (trans. Peter R. Ackroyd; New York: Harper & Row, 1965), 80.  Other prophetic examples 
appear in Hos 4:1, Mic 6:2, 7:9, Jer 25:31, 50:34, and Ezek 44:24.  The first colon of Hos 12:3 actually 
directs Yahweh’s dispute against “Judah” (יהודה), not “Israel” (ישראל).  However, I have emended the 
text, in light of the second colon’s reference to “Jacob” ( ביעק ), as well as the clear Ephraimite/Israelite 
direction of the chapter’s remaining criticisms.  Wolff supports this emendation, and writes that the 
name Judah “probably originates from the book’s Judaic redaction.”  Hans Walter Wolff, Hosea (trans. 
Gary Stansell; ed. Paul D. Hanson; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974), 206.   
252 De Pury, “The Jacob Story and the Beginning of the Formation of the Pentateuch,” 59; Albert de 
Pury, “Situer le cycle de Jacob: quelques réflexions, vingt-cinq ans plus tard” in Studies in the Book of 
Genesis: Literature, Redaction and History (Bibliotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaniensium 155; 
ed. A. Wénin; Leuven: Leuven University, 2001), 227-235; Konrad Schmid, Genesis and the Moses Story: 
Israel’s Dual Origins in the Hebrew Bible (trans. James D. Nogalski; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2010), 74-
75; Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 132.  Ackroyd dissents from the predominate reading 
of Hos 12’s allusions to the Jacob story as negative, and argues that the text relates the patriarch’s life 
to the story of the exodus without condemnation of the latter.  P. R. Ackroyd, “Hosea and Jacob,” VT 
13/3 (1963): 258.  
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ancestor Jacob.  Evoking quite a few episodes of the ancestor’s life, the poet 

underlines Jacob/Ephraim’s instability, his quarrelsome and violent nature, his fake 

toughness…, or his hypocrisy…[Thus,] Jacob is seen in Hos 12 as a pitiful character 

who, although having been ‘found’ by ‘El in Bethel, remains to the end a bitter 

failure.”  De Pury and Sparks reach similar conclusions based on this negative 

judgment of Jacob and his comparison to Yahweh’s prophet in the people’s exodus 

from Egypt: they represent two separate and competing Israelite origin traditions 

“founded on the idea of either a communal migration or a common forefather.”253  If 

correct, Hos 12 provides contemporary evidence that the Jacob story constituted an 

independent tradition within Israel, and one that was not universally accepted. 

 Secondly, despite Hos 12’s reference to numerous episodes within the 

received text of Gen 25:19-35:29, there are also significant anomalies and omissions. 

First, Fleming rightly points out that “the book of Hosea as a whole appears to be 

oriented toward the west, where Israel had its capital; the land is frequently called 

Ephraim for its western highlands (4:17; 5:4, etc.).”254  However, the second half of 

the Jacob story is distinctly Transjordanian in focus, with reference to the eastern 

sites of Mizpah, Mahanaim, Penuel, and Succoth.255  Hos 12 makes no mention of 

these locations, providing the first indication that the prophetic text is recalling a 

tradition that does not equate with the received narrative of Gen 25-35.  

Furthermore, Hos 12:5a refers to Jacob weeping and imploring the divine being with 

                                                 
253 De Pury, “The Jacob Story and the Beginning of the Formation of the Pentateuch,” 60; Sparks, 
Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 134. 
254 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 75. 
255 Ibid., 76. 
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which he quarrels: “He struggled with an angel and he prevailed / he wept and 

implored him” (וישר אל מלאך ויכל בכה ויתחנן לו).  The MT is admittedly laconic and 

difficult to understand, but an episode involving a teary Jacob in the role of a 

supplicant has no antecedent in Gen 25:19-35:29, and appears to contradict the 

patriarch’s victory in the first colon of Hos 12:5a.   

Most significantly for the current discussion, it must be emphasized that Hos 

12 never alludes to Jacob’s children or their births, despite references to his 

marriages in v.13.  Although the author neglects other details from Gen 25:19-35:29 

as well, the absence of this material stands out due to its centrality and embedded 

position in the received narrative of Genesis, as well as the interest of Hos 12 in 

discussing a descent-based identity for Israel.  Subsequently, although an originally 

independent Jacob story most likely included a description of eight sons’ births, this 

only indicates the text’s original form as it took shape within scribal circles, possibly 

at Bethel.  It does not, however, provide evidence that traditions of Jacob originally 

incorporated a specific enumeration of his sons, or that if they did, that such lists 

always contained the same names.  Indeed, as the earliest witness to traditions 

concerning Jacob, neglect of Gen 29:31-30:24 in Hos 12 demonstrates that this 

portion of the Jacob story was either a relatively late development and/or subject to 

regional variation.  Careful analysis of the Joseph story’s depiction of Jacob’s sons, as 

well as evidence of scribal intervention in the compositional histories of Gen 49, 

Deut 33, and Judg 5 supports this conclusion.  

 

The Joseph Story (Gen 37-50) and the Sons of Jacob as אחים 
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 In the received biblical narrative, the Joseph story (Gen 37-50) represents a 

continuation of the Jacob story.  However, this new episode in the life of Jacob’s 

family depicts the fraternal relationship between the Israelite tribes’ eponymous 

ancestors in far greater detail.  As a matter of fact, sibling rivalry is the very plot 

mechanism that triggers Joseph’s movement from Canaan to Egypt in the text.256  

This journey not only lays a foundation for Joseph’s development as a character, but 

also theologically explains the Israelites’ geographical presence in Egypt prior to the 

Exodus as the work of God’s hand in directing the course of their ancestors’ lives.257  

Importantly, Gen 37-50’s focus on the figure of Joseph and a representation of Israel 

as Jacob’s sons points toward a direct conceptual, ideological, and perhaps literary 

link between this text and the birth narrative of Gen 29:31-30:24.  However, just as 

Hos 12 makes no reference to Jacob’s sons, it also betrays no knowledge of the 

Joseph story, despite a clear familiarity with traditions regarding Moses and the 

Exodus.  In fact, setting aside the Jacob story and its sequel in the Joseph story, the 

fraternal representation of the Israelite tribes’ eponymous ancestors is remarkably 

                                                 
256 Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 275. 
257 Regarding this and other biblical narratives, Alter writes that “the ancient Hebrew writers, as I 
have already intimated, seek through the process of narrative realization to reveal the enactment of 
God’s purposes in historical events.  This enactment, however, is continuously complicated by a 
perception of two, approximately parallel, dialectical tensions.  One is a tension between the divine 
plan and the disorderly character of actual historical events…the other is a tension between God’s 
will, His providential guidance, and human freedom, the refractory nature of man.”  Robert Alter, The 
Art of Biblical Narrative (United States: Basic Books, 1981), 33.  Specifically concerning the Joseph story, 
Humphreys adds that “it is only at the end of the novella, in hindsight, that Joseph can detect the 
benevolent hand of providence in his family’s story and appreciate this divine plan as one finally 
promoting good, keeping many people alive – Egyptians as well as one’s own family.  And that vision 
is held in balance with human freedom…Jacob, Joseph, and the brothers confronted and made real 
choices, and were faced with and responsible for the outcome of those choices they made, even if 
very  often that outcome was more complex…”  W. Lee Humphreys, Joseph and His Family: A Literary 
Study (Columbia: University of South Carolina, 1988), 128-129. 
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limited in the biblical record after Exod 1, once again indicating that the twelve-

tribe system is a late ideological construct.   

The Joseph story’s interest in “brotherhood” is quantifiable.  The word אח 

appears 92 times in Gen 37-50, not including its 3 occurrences in the Inter-Group אח 

Text of Gen 49.  In other words, these fourteen chapters contain 15% of the words 

total 629 occurrences in the Hebrew Bible.  In 80 of these cases, the term specifically 

refers to the sons of Jacob, often from the perspective of their relationship to Joseph 

 Although the plot of the Joseph  .(…your brothers,” etc“ ,אחיך ;”his brothers“ ,אחיו)

story focuses heavily on the rupture and eventual reconciliation of Jacob’s sons, this 

repeated emphasis on the term אח remains notable.   

Still, in spite of the text’s clear terminological emphasis on the fraternal 

relationship between Joseph and his brothers, there are aspects of the story’s 

representation of these figures that require closer consideration.  First, Gen 37-50 

generally depicts Joseph’s “brothers” (אחים) as a collective unit, with little 

individuation.258  Beyond the story’s namesake, the narrative portions of Gen 37-50 

only mention the names of Reuben (37:21, 29, 42:22, 37), Simeon (42:24, 36, 43:24), 

Judah (37:26, 38:1, 2, 6, 7, 12, 44:16, 18, 48:24), and Benjamin (42:4, 36, 43:14, 15, 16, 29, 

34, 44:12, 45:12, 14) of all the sons of Jacob, alongside Joseph’s own sons Ephraim and 

Manasseh (Gen 41:50-52, 48:1-20, and 50:23). 259  The silence regarding Joseph’s other 

brothers (namely Levi, Issachar, Zebulun, Gad, Asher, Dan, and Naphtali) is 

                                                 
258 Ebach, Genesis 37-50, 97; Humphreys, Joseph and His Family, 81. 
259 This excludes the genealogy of 46:8-27 and “The Blessing of Jacob” in chapter 49, for reasons I will 
discuss below. 
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remarkable in light of the text’s interest in fraternal relationships.  Moreover, it is 

notable that the only eponyms mentioned in the Joseph story (Reuben, Simeon, 

Judah, Joseph, and Benjamin) constitute all but one of the Leah and Rachel tribes 

according to the genealogy of Gen 29:31-30:24, with no reference to any of the 

concubines’ sons.   

Furthermore, when the Joseph story does mention specific brothers, its 

treatment of these figures differs significantly.  Only Reuben and Judah speak, 

beginning with their competing plans for avoiding the murder of Joseph in chapter 

37.260  While Reuben attempts to take the responsibility of the first born by devising 

a plan to save Joseph (Gen 37), and declaring a vow of unthinkable punishment 

should he not return from Egypt with Benjamin (Gen 42), Judah proves himself to be 

the more capable and convincing leader amongst his brothers in the received 

narrative.261   

In contrast, Simeon and Benjamin remain utterly silent throughout the story.  

Simeon embodies an arbitrary hostage, whom Jacob gives up for dead in 43:24 once 

his other sons inform him that they must bring Benjamin to Egypt in order to free 

him: “You have made me childless; Joseph is no more and Simeon is no more, and 

you wish to take Benjamin? All of these things are upon me” ( אתי שכלתם יוסף איננו

 Although Benjamin appears more prominently  .(ושמעון איננו ואת בנימן תקחו עלי היו כלנה

within the narrative, he too is mute.  Humphreys goes so far as to describe him as a 

mere literary agent in the Joseph story, and not a full character. 

                                                 
260 Ebach, Genesis 37-50, 95-96. 
261 Ibid., 95-96; Humphreys, Jacob and His Family, 84.  
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He never speaks.  He is the subject of no verb of action.  Placed in danger, he is 
allowed no cry of distress, no personal statement of innocence, no plea.  No 
spotlight is allowed to isolate him as a center of our attention for long.  He is an 
agent in the action and in the complex conditions set by Joseph, and in the 
unfolding development of the other characters as well.  He is finally a cherished 
prop.  It is a sure sign of the control exercised by the author of the Joseph 
novella that the depiction of Benjamin remained under such restraint.262 
 

In a telling statement, Humphreys later writes “…this is in no way Benjamin’s 

story.”263  Thus, despite its interest in fraternal relationships between the 

eponymous ancestors of the Israelite tribes, the Joseph story chooses to represent 

these figures most often as a faceless collective in opposition to the tale’s 

protagonist: Joseph.  When the received text provides a fuller picture of particular 

brothers, it represents Judah as superior to Reuben and Simeon, while 

simultaneously portraying Joseph’s dominant, albeit affectionate, position vis-à-vis 

Benjamin.264 

Interestingly, despite an overarching disregard for a complete enumeration 

of Joseph’s brothers, Gen 37-50 does make three allusions to the numerical total of 

Jacob’s sons:  

וירדו אחי יוסף עשרה לשבר בר ממצרים: ואת בנימן אחי יוסף לא שלח יעקב את אחיו כי אמר פן 

 יקראנו אסון
 
And Joseph’s ten brothers went down to buy grain from Egypt.  However, Jacob 
did not send Benjamin, Joseph’s brother, with his brothers, for he said, “Lest 
some disaster fall upon him” (Gen 42:3-4). 
 

ה הקטן את אבינו היום והאחד ויאמרו שנים עשר עבדיך אחים אנחנו בני איש אחד בארץ כנען והנ

 איננו
 
And they said: “Your servants are twelve brothers, we are the sons of a single 
man in the land of Canaan, but right now the youngest is with his father, and 
one is no more” (Gen 42:13) 
 

יננו והקטן היום את אבינו בארץ כנעןשנים עשר אנחנו אחים בני אבינו האחד א  

                                                 
262 Humphreys, Jacob and His Family, 71. 
263 Ibid., 71. 
264 Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 273-283.  Carr provides a political interpretation of this literary 
representation, which I will discuss below. 
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“We are twelve brothers, sons of our father; the one is no more, but the 
youngest is with our father in the land of Canaan at this time” (Gen 42:32). 
 

These passages clearly connect the indistinct collective representation of Joseph’s 

 to the idealized sum of Jacob’s sons in the canonical birth narratives of Gen אחים

29:31-30:24 and 35:16-20, as well as related genealogies and lists in the Torah, Ezek 

48, and 1 Chr 2.265 

Alongside its narrow interest in the sons of Leah and Rachel and numerical 

allusions to the sum of Jacob’s sons in Gen 29:31-30:24, it is also necessary to point 

out that biblical scholars have emphasized the unique literary coherence and depth 

of Gen 37-50.  However, this does not mean that these chapters are devoid of 

editorial intervention.  Rather, building on the work of Redford, several scholars 

have suggested dissecting the narrative portions of chapters 37-50 into textual 

layers marked respectively by the figures of “Reuben” and “Judah.” 266  Such a 

separation is attractive in the present context, as it would create a level of 

continuity between the list of eponyms I proposed as the core of Gen 29:31-30:24 in 

the preceding section and the “Reuben” version of the Joseph story, versus its 

expansion to include “Judah.”  More specifically, the narrative would focus attention 

on the only two sons of Jacob’s full wives: Reuben and Joseph.  In addition, similar to 

                                                 
265 Ebach, Genesis 37-50, 276; Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 105. 
266 In his original argument, Redford contended that the Joseph story began with a “Reuben” version, 
which an editor transformed by introducing the figure of “Judah.”  Donald B. Redford, A Study of the 
Biblical Story of Joseph (Genesis 37-50) (VTSup 20; eds. G. W. Anderson et al.; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1970), 178. 
In contrast, Schorn has proposed the reverse literary relationship between the “Judah” and “Reuben” 
layers within the Joseph Story.  Schorn, Ruben und das System der zwölf Stämme Israels, 241-246.  For 
additional treatments of compositional layers within the Joseph story, see: W. Dietrich, Die 
Josephserzählung als Novelle und Geschichtsschreibung. Zugleich ein Beitrag zur Petateuchfrage (BThSt 14; 
Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1989), 19-52; Ludwig Schmidt, Literarische Studien zur 
Josephsgeschichte (BZAW 167; ed. Otto Kaiser; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1986), 272-295. 
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Gen 29:31-30:24, Gen 37-50’s emphasis on Joseph seems naturally oriented towards 

the northern monarchy.  In fact, Carr has gone so far as to suggest that an 

independent Joseph story originated as a piece of monarchic Israelite propaganda.267 

Nevertheless, in spite of its potential incorporation of traditions or texts with 

origins in Israel during the period of the divided monarchy, several lines of evidence 

point to the received narrative’s formation in the late- or post-monarchic period.268  

First, Judah’s elevation over Reuben and Simeon within the story is only 

comprehensible from a Judahite perspective that is familiar with these figures birth 

order in Gen 29:31-35.  In this setting, a desire for literary coherence likely explains 

the retained emphasis on the figure of Joseph. Even in the expanded list of Jacob’s 

sons, Gen 30:23-24 presents Joseph as the culmination of the births, as he constitutes 

the first born son of the barren, but loved, wife Rachel.  Thus, the Judahite scribe’s 

choice to leave Joseph as the story’s protagonist may be a literary choice, 

conditioned by his source material.  Whether or not this reconstruction is accepted, 

there remain several clues to the fact that the Joseph story was only introduced to 

the Pentateuch late in its development. 

In the remainder of Genesis, nothing but the birth of Joseph (Gen 30:28) prepares 
the cycle.  In the books of Exodus to Joshua, there are only rare, possibly post-
priestly references to the story of Joseph (Ex 1:5b-8; 13:19; Jos 24:32).  Apart from 
Ps 105:18-23 presupposing the final form of the Pentateuch, no historical 
summary appearing in the Old Testament mentions Joseph in order to explain 
the presence of the Israelites in Egypt.269  

                                                 
267 Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 277-283.  See also: Blum, Die Komposition der Vätergeschichte, 241-
244. 
268 Macchi suggests that the text’s earliest layers date to the Persian period. Macchi, Israël et ses tribus 
selon Genèse 49, 128.  See also: Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 81 no.22; Peter Weimar, “Gen 
37 – Eine vielschichtige literarische Komposition,” ZAW 118/4 (2006): 490. 
269 “Dans le reste de la Genèse, rien sauf la naissance de Joseph (Gn 30, 28) ne prepare le cycle.  Dans 
les livres de l’Exode à Josué, on ne trouve que de rares renvois probablement postsacerdotaux à 
l’histoire de Joseph (Ex 1,5b-8; 13,19; Jos 24,32). A part le Ps 105,18-23 présupposant la forme finale du 
Pentateuque, aucun des sommaires historiques figurant dans l’Ancient Testament ne mentionne 
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The silence concerning Joseph that Macchi describes in the preceding quote extends 

to Hos 12, which makes numerous allusions to traditions concerning Jacob and the 

Exodus, but no reference to Joseph.   

Significantly, while scholars have noted the limited reference to the figure of 

Joseph in the biblical corpus, it is important to recognize that this silence is part of a 

larger trend that concerns the sons of Jacob in the Bible.  Widening the current 

discussion’s analytical lens to include all of the Israelite tribes’ eponymous ancestors 

reveals that there are strikingly few references to these figures as individuals after 

Exod 1:7. 

TABLE 2.2. Eponymous Ancestors of the Israelite Tribes in the Hebrew Bible270 

 Pentateuch Former Prophets Latter Prophets Writings 

Reuben Gen 29:32, 30:14, 
35:22, 23, 37:21, 29, 
42:22, 37, 46:8, 9, 48:7, 
Exod 1:2, 6:14 

None None 1 Chr 2:1, 5:1, 3 

Simeon Gen 29:33, 34:25, 30, 
35:23, 42:24, 36, 46:10, 
48:5, Exod 1:2, 6:15 

None None 1 Chr 2:1, 4:24 

Levi Gen 29:34, 34:25, 30, 
35:23, 46:11, Exod 1:2, 
6:16 

None None Ezra 8:18(?), 1 Chr 
2:1, 5:27, 6:1, 23, 28, 
32 

Judah Gen 29:35, 35:23, 
37:26, 38:1, 2, 6, 7, 8, 
11, 12, 15, 20, 22, 23, 
24, 26, 43:3, 8, 14, 
44:16, 18, 46:12, 28, 
Exod 1:2  

None None Ruth 4:12, Neh 
11:24(?), 1 Chr 2:1, 
3, 4, 4:1, 21, 5:2, 9:4 

Dan Gen 30:6, 35:25, 46:23, 
Exod 1:4 

Jos 19:47 None 1 Chr 2:2 

Naphtali Gen 30:8, 35:25, 46:24, 
Exod 1:4 

None None 1 Chr 2:2, 7:13 

                                                 
Joseph pour expliquer la presence des Israélites en Égypte.”  Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 
127. 
270 Based on a survey of each eponym’s appearance in the Hebrew Bible, according to their birth order 
in Gen 29:31-30:24, 35:16-20, and Gen 41:51-52. Even-Shoshan, “ראובן,” NCB, 1047; “שמעון,” NCB, 1181-
 ”,אשר“ ;NCB, 222 ”,גד“ ;NCB, 776 ”,נפתלי“ ;NCB, 269 ”,דן“ ;NCB, 437-439 ”,יהודה“ ;NCB, 593-594 ”,לוי“ ;1182
NCB, 127; “יששכר,” NCB, 514; “זבולון,” NCB, 321; “יוסף,” NCB, 459-460; “בנימן,” NCB, 192-193; “מנשה,” 
NCB, 682-683; “אפרים,” NCB, 103-104.  
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Gad Gen 30:11, 35:26, 
46:16, Exod 1:4 

None None 1 Chr 2:2, 5:11 

Asher Gen 30:13, 35:26, 
47:17, Exod 1:4 

None None 1 Chr 2:2, 7:30 

Issachar Gen 30:18, 35:23, 
46:13, Exod 1:3  

None None 1 Chr 2:1, 7:1 

Zebulun Gen 30:20, 35:23, 
46:14, Exod 1:3 

None None 1 Chr 2:1 

Joseph Gen 30:24, 25, 33:2, 7, 
35:24, 37:2, 3, 5, 13, 17, 
23, 28, 29, 31, 33, 39:1, 
2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 10, 20, 21, 
22, 40:3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 12, 
16, 18, 22, 23,  41:14, 
15, 16, 17, 25, 39, 41, 
42, 44, 45, 46, 49, 50, 
51, 54, 55, 56, 57, 42:3, 
4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 14, 18, 23, 
25, 36, 43:15, 16, 17, 
18, 19, 24, 25, 26, 30, 
44:2, 4, 14, 15, 45:1, 3, 
4, 9, 16, 17, 21, 26, 27, 
28, 46:4, 19, 20, 27, 28, 
29, 30, 31, 47:1, 5, 7, 
11, 12, 14, 15, 16, 17, 
20, 23, 26, 29, 48:1, 2, 
3, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13, 15, 
17, 18, 21, 50:1, 2, 4, 7, 
8, 14, 15, 16, 17, 19, 22, 
23, 24, 25, 26, Exod 1:5, 
6, 8, 13:19 

Jos 17:1, 2, 24:32 None Ps 77:16(?), 105:17, 
1 Chr 2:2, 5:2 

Benjamin Gen 35:18, 24, 42:4, 36, 
43:14, 15, 16, 29, 34, 
44:4, 45:12, 14, 22, 
46:19, 21, Exod 1:3 

None None 1 Chr 2:2, 7:6, 8:1, 
9:4 

Manasseh Gen 41:51, 46:20, 48:1, 
5, 13, 14, 17, 20, 50:23 

Jos 13:1 None 1 Chr 7:14, 17 

Ephraim Gen 41:52, 46:20, 48:5, 
8, 13, 14, 17, 20, 50:23,    

None Jer 31:8(?), 
20(?), Ezek 
37:16(?), 19(?), 
Hos 9:13(?) 

1 Chr 7:20, 22 

 

Due to the ambiguity regarding certain passages’ representation of the tribal 

eponyms, there is an inherent subjectivity to the table above.271  With this fact in 

                                                 
271 It is important to note that I have excluded all the Inter-Group אח Texts from TABLE 2.2, as I 
demonstrated their reference to groups, and not individuals, in Chapter 1.  This required the 
exclusion of passages from Gen 49 and Deut 33, which the previous chapter admitted blur the lines of 
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mind, it is important to note that TABLE 2.2 excludes all the Inter-Group אח Texts, 

since those passages use these names to identify peoples, and not individuals.  Texts 

from Numbers are also absent, as it is possible to read most of the relevant passages 

from that book as referring to the eponyms as either individuals or groups. 

Although these choices have set aside more than a few interesting passages, 

their exclusion from TABLE 2.2 does not alter the large scale trends that it displays.  

Of the total number of passages in which they occur, 76% of references to the 

eponymous ancestors of the Israelite tribes appear between Gen 29-50.  Even within 

these chapters, only Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, and Joseph receive any significant 

attention.  Of the remaining allusions to these figures outside of the book of Genesis, 

71% appear in schematic genealogies, almost entirely limited to Exod 1 and 1 Chr 1-

9.  By in large, there is a shocking dearth of references to these figures as individuals 

in the Former and Latter Prophets.  In fact, it is unclear in Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and 

Hosea if “Ephraim” truly signifies the eponymous ancestor, or is simply (and 

perhaps more likely) a poetic hypostatization of the Northern Kingdom.  Notably, 

the general impression of TABLE 2.2 echoes Römer’s thorough analysis of the 

patriarchs’ absence in the Deuteronomistic History, which I discussed in the 

dissertation’s introduction.   

Therefore, although it likely builds on Israelite traditions regarding the 

figure of Joseph and his brothers, the Joseph story seems to represent a very late 

                                                 
this distinction.  I have also left out any texts from the book of Numbers due to uncertainty in their 
referential intent.  Although these choices have set aside more than a few texts from TABLE 2.2, all of 
these passages derive from within the Pentateuch, and the overall sample size remains quite large 
and demonstrably skewed towards the first five books of the biblical canon. 
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addition to the biblical corpus.  By looking more closely at the attention it places on 

“brotherhood” and the eponyms it cites by name, it becomes clear that the 

narrative’s depiction of Jacob’s sons presupposes the birth order of Gen 29:31-30:24 

and 35:16-20 in its reference to Reuben and heightened esteem for Joseph and 

Benjamin.  In addition, the text’s subjugation of Simeon and elevation of Judah 

betrays the insertion of a southern monarchic perspective.  The overarching 

representation of Joseph’s brothers as a collective, with no reference to the 

concubine tribes, is understandable within this context.  These groups’ eponyms 

lack functional significance for scribes focused on the royal houses of Israel and 

Judah.  As a matter of fact, an overview of Jacob’s sons’ place within biblical 

literature indicates that the Joseph story’s late date, by virtue of the narrative’s 

detailed representation of the tribal eponyms as individual ancestors. 

 

The Tribal List Tradition in the Hebrew Bible 

The affiliation of the Israelite tribal eponyms is not restricted to their familial 

description as Jacob’s offspring in Gen 25-50.  In fact, the Hebrew Bible possesses 

several purportedly comprehensive genealogies and lists of Israel’s tribes.  The many 

similarities between these lists emphasize their shared conceptual relationship, as 

well as their participation in a unified representational paradigm of Israel’s pre-

monarchic social-structure and origins as a people.  Nevertheless, as previously 

mentioned, scholars increasingly regard the comprehensive tribal litanies of twelve 

eponyms as late, perhaps even post-monarchic texts that assert an idealized vision 

of the people’s past.  This is particularly true of the numerous priestly genealogies 
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and lists in Genesis and Numbers, as well as the post-monarchic texts of Ezek 48 and 

1 Chr 2-8.272  Indeed, the partitioning of the land into twelve portions fits an 

administrative and imperial worldview, befitting the Persian period. 

In their present forms, the tribal lists of Gen 49 and Deut 33 conform to this 

outline of the twelve-tribe system, with slight differences.  Past scholars have 

considered these lists as early monarchic texts, and therefore witness to the 

antiquity of the twelve-tribe system or a ten-tribe variant.  However, closer analysis 

reveals that both of these poems contain late textual layers that adapt the list of 

eponyms to a twelve-tribe structure, expanding on more ancient compositions with 

distinctly northern perspectives on Israel as a less expansive association of tribes.  

The eponyms listed in Judg 5:14-18 are also biased to the north, but this text’s 

portrayal of named peoples who are identified as Israelite elsewhere in the Bible 

lacks a notion of genealogical connection between the groups.  Instead, this text 

emphasizes their socio-political independence and heterogeneity.  As I will show 

later in the dissertation, this representation of the relationship between Israelite 

tribes as predominantly a military alliance between peer polities offers a more 

compelling comparison for the association that אח describes in the Inter-Group אח 

Texts than the genealogical structure of the twelve-tribe system, and reflects a type 

                                                 
272 For example, see: de Geus, The Tribes of Israel, 69-119; Halpern, The Emergence of Israel in Canaan, 113; 
Christoph Levin, “Das System der zwölf Stämme Israels” in Congress Volume: Paris 1992 (ed. J. A. 
Emerton; VTSup 61; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 163-178; Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 258-273; 
Schorn, Ruben und das System der zwölf Stämme Israels, 4-53.  Alternatively, Gottwald famously proposed 
that the twelve-tribe scheme originated under King David as an administrative tactic.  Gottwald, The 
Tribes of Yahweh, 363.  Numerous scholars have criticized Noth’s argument that the priestly Levi-less 
lists of the Israelite tribes in Numbers (i.e. Noth’s “B” lists) should be regarded as the most ancient 
and original tribal register.  See: Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh, 352-386; Halpern, The Emergence of 
Israel in Canaan, 110-117; Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 296-299.   
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of political relationship between peoples that has deep roots in the ancient Near 

East. 

 

“The Blessing of Jacob” in Gen 49 

In its current textual setting, the poem known as “The Blessing of Jacob” 

appears at the very end of the Joseph story in Gen 49, following the birth narrative 

in Gen 29:31-30:24.  In this context, vv.1-2 and 28b frame the entire poem as Jacob’s 

last testament to his sons before his death.273   

ויקרא יעקב אל בניו ויאמר האספו ואגידה לכם את אשר יקרא אתכם באחרית הימים: הקבצו ושמעו 

יעקב ושמעו אל ישראל אביכםבני   
 
And Jacob called to his sons and said: “Gather round, so that I may tell you what 
will happen to you in the days to come / Assemble and listen, sons of Jacob / 
listen to Israel, your father” (Gen 49:1-2). 
 

הם וברך אותם איש אשר כברכתו ברך אתם...וזאת אשר דבר להם אבי  
 
…And this is what their father spoke to them, when he blessed them; he blessed 
each according to his blessing (Gen 49:28b). 

 

Yet, while the text cites twelve names, corresponding with the twelve sons of Jacob 

born in Gen 29-30 and 35, only the first four and last two names align with the 

canonical birth order in those passages.  Moreover, allusions to the Jacob and Joseph 

story attest to the fact that the tribal blessings of Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, 

Joseph, and Benjamin represent diachronically separate expansions of a more 

ancient list of six northern peoples in vv.13-21.  Therefore, the framework of the 

twelve-tribe system is only present in the poem’s final, canonical form.  By contrast, 

                                                 
273 In fact, the text’s received form and setting leads Speiser to regard its traditional designation, “The 
Blessing of Jacob,” as a misnomer.  Instead, he writes that “there are…good reasons for renaming the 
poem before us as the Testament of Jacob.” Speiser, Genesis, 370.   
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the original list of tribes in vv.13-21 provides no hint of a genealogical structure that 

united these groups as “brothers.” 

 To begin, a close reading of vv.3-12 reveals this segment of the poem’s 

familiarity with episodes that belong to the received Jacob story, as well as a 

genealogically based interest in the elevation of Judah to the position of “firstborn” 

 Within this section, vv.3-7 stand out in particular, due to their negative  .(בכור)

assessment of Jacob’s three eldest sons.274  Accordingly, vv.3-4 identify Reuben as the 

“firstborn” (בכרי), but then delegitimizes the eponym’s possession of this status.275  

ראובן בכורי אתה כחי וראשית אוני יתר שאת ויתר עז: פחז כמים אל תותר כי עלית משכבי אביך אז 

  חללת יצועי עלה
 
Reuben, you are my firstborn / my strength and the first of my vigor / 
exceeding in dignity / exceeding in might / reckless as water, you shall no 
longer excel / for you ascended your fathers bed / then you defiled my couch-he 
went up (Gen 49:3-4)!  
 

The language of v.4 shares connections with the terse report concerning Reuben in 

Gen 35:21-22: “And Israel journeyed on, and stretched out his tent beyond Migdal-

                                                 
274 Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 41. 
275 Reuben is identified as the “firstborn” (בכור) of Jacob in several genealogies and tribal lists, 
including Gen 35:23, 46:8-9, Exod 6:14, Num 1:20-21, 26:5, 1 Chr 5:1-3.  In the past, scholars have seen 
this designation as a reflection of the tribe’s supremacy in early Israelite history.  For example, Cross 
writes that “the genealogy of the tribes was frozen …when Reuben played a role that warranted his 
preeminence…My contention is that Reuben’s place in the genealogy presumes that Reuben once 
played a major role in Israelite society, even a dominant one, whether political or religious.”  Cross, 
From Epic to Canon, 53.  Schorn has proposed an alternative interpretation of Reuben’s identity that 
seeks to understand the eponym’s function in Biblical literature.  She sees both the eponym’s position 
as, and subsequent removal from, the status of the firstborn as the product of a Judah-centric 
enterprise in the construction of the received biblical narrative.  Schorn, Ruben und das System der 
zwölf Stämme Israels, 266-267.  Returning to the position of the “firstborn,” the biblical narrative’s 
frequent reversal of primogeniture highlights its important role within the institution of the family.  
Indeed, the motif’s apparent aim (i.e. to stress the role of Yahweh’s hand in the continuance of the 
divinely chosen genealogical line) is only comprehensible as a subversion of the preeminent status of 
the “firstborn” (בכור).  For example: Seth continues the chosen line in place of Cain (Gen 4:25), Isaac 
inherits in place of Ishmael (Gen 21:1-21, 25:5-5), Jacob uses trickery to acquire Esau’s birthright and 
blessing (Gen 25:27-34, 27), Joseph saves his elder brothers (Gen 37-50), Jacob blesses Ephraim in place 
of Manasseh (Gen 48:13-20), Solomon rules in place of Adonijah (1 Kgs 1-2), etc…   Additionally, Deut 
21:15-17 provides the “firstborn” (בכור) with rights that differentiate this figure from his “brothers” 
 .(אחים)
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eder.  And while Israel was dwelling in that land, Reuben came and he lay with 

Bilhah, his father’s concubine, and Israel heard of it” ( ויסע ישראל ויט אהלה מהלאה למגדל

 Gen  .(עדר: ויהי בשכן ישראל בארץ ההוא וילך ראובן וישכב את בלהה פילגש אביו וישמע ישראל

49:4b’s reference to משכבי אביך (miškĕbê ʼābîkā; “your father’s bed”) echoes the phrase 

 wayyiškab ʼet Bilhâ pîlegeš ʼābîw; “and he lay with Bilhah, his) וישכב את בלהה פילגש אביו

father’s concubine”) in 35:22.  Both texts use words built on the root שכב (škb), and 

both refer to a relationship between Reuben and his “father” (אב).  Over and above 

this phonological connection, a more general notion of Reuben’s involvement in 

inappropriate sexual behavior links 49:4b and 35:22, as the Hebrew Bible contains no 

other passage that refers to such an incident. 276  In light of these shared elements, 

Macchi writes that Gen 35:21-22 and 49:3-4 constitute “a virulent critique against 

Reuben.”277    

The critique of Jacob’s sons continues in the saying against Simeon and Levi: 

שמעון ולוי אחים כלי חמס מברתיהם: בסדם אל תבא נפשי בקהלם אל תחד כבדי כי באפם הרגו איש 

 וברצנם עקרו שור: ארור אפם כי עז ועברתם כי קשתה אחלקם ביעקב ואפיצם בישראל
 
Simeon and Levi are brothers / their daggers are weapons of violence / Let my 
person not come into their council / let my honor not be united in their 
assembly / for in their anger they killed a man / and they hamstrung an ox 
according to their will / Cursed be their anger for it is strong / and their wrath 
for it is fierce / I will divide them in Jacob / and I will scatter them in Israel (Gen 
49:5-7). 

 
Within Gen 49, only vv.5-7 refer to a joint activity by two tribal eponyms.  Strikingly, 

these two figures also act together in Gen 34:25, where they slay Shechem ben 

                                                 
276 Ebach, Genesis 37-50, 584; Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 48-54. 
277 “…une critique virulente à l’encontre de Ruben.” Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 52.  
Sparks also sees a connection between Gen 35:21-22 and 49:4.  However, he contends that the Reuben 
saying is original to the tribal list that “the Blessing of Jacob” contains, and that a Judahite scribe 
introduced the intertextual connection.  Sparks, “Genesis 49 and the Tribal List Tradition in Ancient 
Israel,” 331. 
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Hamor and his fellow townsmen after their circumcisions: “And on the third day, 

while they were in pain, two sons of Jacob, Simeon and Levi, the brothers of Dinah, 

each took his sword and came upon the town securely and slew every male” ( ויהי

ביום השלישי בהיותם כאבים ויקחו שני בני יעקב שמעון ולוי אחי דינה איש חרבו ויבאו על העיר בטח 

 The violence that Gen 49:5-7 attributes to Simeon and Levi, as well as  .(ויהרגו כל זכר

their specific identification as חיםא , has led numerous scholars to see a literary or 

traditional connection between these verses and Gen 34:25.278  Indeed, as with 

Reuben’s transgression in 35:22 and 49:4, the Hebrew Bible contains no other 

narrative that concerns Simeon and Levi in isolation from the other eponymous 

ancestors of Israel.279 

The representation of Reuben, Simeon, and Levi in these passages finds its 

resolution in the elevation of Judah in Gen 49:8-12.280  Carr cogently summarizes the 

evidence that supports this interpretation in the following quotation. 

The tribal blessings in Genesis 49, particularly the first three (Gen. 49:3-12), are 
the ones that concentrate on Judah’s future destiny to rule.  The first two tribal 
blessings exactly follow the order of Gen. 29:31-35 and disqualify Jacob’s first 

                                                 
278 Ebach, Genesis 37-50, 592-593; Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 57; Sparks, “Genesis 49 and 
the Tribal List Tradition in Ancient Israel,” 331.  The scholarly assumption of a literary or traditional 
connection between these passages has been so strong as to compel Westermann to write “It has 
been almost universally accepted that the reference here is to the attack by Simeon and Levi reported 
in Gen. 34.” Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 226. However, there are subtle difference in these texts’ 
representation of Simeon and Levi’s actions.  Gen 34 does not mention the hamstringing of oxen 
 specifically indicates in 49:6. Macchi, Israël et (ʻāqar) עקר which the piʻel conjugation of the verb ,(שור)
ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 57; Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 226.  Furthermore, the negative assessment of 
Simeon and Levi’s actions, central to the disparagement in 49:5-7, is absent in Gen 34. Westermann, 
Genesis 37-50, 226. The apposition of narrative discrepancies with otherwise apparent intertextual 
allusions in Gen 34:25 and 49:5-7, as well as 35:21-22 and 49:3-4 most likely results from these 
independent texts’ combination in the service of a later editorial enterprise with a Judah-centric 
ideology.  Hence, scholars have recognized Gen 35:21-22 as a secondary addition to the Jacob story, 
and have even proposed that an older tradition concerning the rape of Dinah lays behind the 
received narrative of Gen 34, “which was taken up and adapted to a new purpose.” Sparks, “Genesis 
49 and the Tribal List Tradition in Ancient Israel,” 332.   
279 Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 57.   
280 Blum, Die Komposition des Vätergeschichte, 228-229; Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 71; 
Sparks, “Genesis 49 and the Tribal List Tradition in Ancient Israel,” 333. 
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three sons from the right of the firstborn because of various misdeeds (Gen. 
49:3-7).  Then the blessing for Judah not only anticipates his future empire 
(49:10) but predicts Judah’s sovereignty over his brothers (49:8).281 
 

Allusions to Judah’s superior status and political might are manifold in vv.8-12.  

First, v.9 metaphorically depicts this eponym as a “lion” (לביא ,אריה), an animal 

closely associated with kingship and political might in the Hebrew Bible and ancient 

Near East.282  Moreover, “since the lion is the most powerful animal described in Gn 

49, it serves to emphasize the preeminence of Judah.”283  Additionally, v.10 ascribes a 

 to this same group.  These terms are in clear (mĕḥōqēq) מחקק and (šēbeṭ) שבט

synonymous parallel with one another, with שבט conveying its original meaning of a 

“staff” or “scepter” and מחקק indicating some type of commander’s baton.284  While 

these terms do not in-and-of themselves indicate a monarchic perspective, they 

nevertheless reinforce a view of Judah’s ultimate authority among the sons of Jacob.  

Of particular relevance to the present dissertation, it is important to note 

that v.8 specifically emphasizes Judah’s superlative position vis-à-vis his אחים.  To do 

so, the narrator states that Judah’s brothers “will praise you” (יודוך) and “bow down 

before you” (ישתחוו).  This language accepts the ideology of the tribes’ genealogical 

relationship, but rejects the peer parity embedded in the fraternal relationship that 

it describes.  I will return to this observation later in the dissertation.   

Setting aside אח’s connection to a particular inter-group political 

relationship, reference to the genuflection of Judah’s אחים may also have more 

                                                 
281 Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 250. 
282 For more on leonine imagery, see: Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 89-91. 
283 Comme le lion est l’animal le plus puissant décrit en Gn 49, il permet de souligner la preeminence 
de Juda.” Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 91. 
284 Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 95. 
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immediate literary implications.  In particular, the verb to “bow down” (השתווה) in 

v.8 is the same verb that repeatedly describes Jacob’s sons obeisance to Joseph in the 

Joseph story: first allegorically in the favored brother’s dreams (Gen 37:6-7 and 9), 

and then again when requesting his aid and compassion in Egypt (Gen 42:6, 44:14, 

and 50:18).285  This lexical connection, as well as the comparable desire to elevate 

Judah above Reuben and Simeon in the Joseph story and Gen 49 has led Carr and 

Macchi to suggest that the same scribal hand is responsible for the received versions 

of the Joseph story and “The Blessing of Jacob.”286  As such, 49:3-12 should be 

regarded as a late, Judah-centric addition to the poem, revealing that a conception 

of the twelve-tribe system is only present in the poem’s latest form. 

Despite vv.8-12’s contentions concerning Judah, vv.22-26 also ascribe a 

special status to Joseph, creating a poem that elevates two different eponyms to a 

preeminent status among their “brothers” (אחים).  In its canonical form, this 

discrepancy creates a notable level of dissonance.  However, there is good reason to 

believe that Joseph’s superlative position in the family preceded Judah’s in the 

poem’s compositional history.  Nevertheless, connections between these verses and 

other biblical texts, including non-Judahite portions of the Joseph story, indicate 

that the Joseph saying is also a late text.287  The clearest intertextual allusion comes 

                                                 
285 Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis, 250. 
286 Ibid., 252; Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 128. 
287 Macchi sees an important allusion to the Joseph cycle in the esoteric phrase בן פרת (bēn pārōt) found 
in v.22, as well as the “spring” (עין):  “Au sens obvie, Joseph y est décrit comme un ‘fils de vaches’ – ce 
qui est une designation classique pour le nord éphraimite – mais simultanément l’usage de cette 
tournure rappelled l’épisode de Gn 41, où en interprétant correctement le rêve  bovin du Pharaon, 
Joseph accede à son statut definitive de gouverneur d’Égypte.  En ce sens, il peut donc être considéré 
comme celui qui emerge grâce aux vaches du rêve du Pharaon et donc symboliquement être traité de 
fils des vaches… Le bovidé est localize près d’une source…La source d’eau bienfaisante près de laquelle 
se trouve le bovin pourrait être lue comme le symbole inverse de la citerne vide…dans laquelle Joseph 
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in v.26b, which I include among the Inter-Group אח Texts.  More specifically, this verse 

shares an unambiguous intertextual relationship with Deut 33:16.  FIGURE 2.1 places 

the two verses’ common text in bold type. 

FIGURE 2.1. Gen 49:26b and Deut 33:16 

Gen 49:26b  לראש יוסף ולקדקד נזיר אחיוברכת אביך גברו על ברכת הורי עד תאות גבעת עולם תהיין 

Deut 33:16  אחיולראש יוסף ולקדקד נזיר ממגד ארץ ומלאה ורצון שכני סנה תבואתה 

 

As this comparison shows, the final colon of Gen 49:26 and Deut 33:16 are exactly the 

same: “…to the head of Joseph / and to the crown of the elect of his brothers” ( לראש

 Moreover, the Joseph sayings of Gen 49 and Deut 33 share other  .(יוסף ולקדקד נזיר אחיו

more general thematic similarities: “the topic of fertility in vv.13-16 coincides with 

Gen 49:25-26, while that of political status in v.17 corresponds to Gen 49:22-24.”288  

Yet, several features of the Joseph saying in Gen 49:22-26 are better situated to the 

literary and theological context of Deut 33:13-16, suggesting that a scribe has 

adopted and adapted the text of the former in order to create the latter.289  

Consequently, the Joseph saying in Gen 49:2-26 must post-date that of Deut 33:13-16. 

Moreover, just as the sayings concerning Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah in 

vv.3-12 correspond to the birth order of Gen 29:31-35, the sayings concerning Joseph 

and Benjamin in vv.22-27 correspond to the birth order of Gen 30:22-24 and 35:16-20.  

Subsequently, knowledge of the canonical order of the eponyms’ births, including 

                                                 
a été jeté par ses frères en Gn 37.  Ce verset rappellerait alors symboliquement le motif central du 
retournement de destin marquant les premiers chapitres du cycle de Joseph.”  Macchi, Israël et ses 
tribus selon Genèse 49, 191-192. 
288 Nelson, Deuteronomy, 390. 
289 For more on the argument that Gen 49:22-26 is dependent on Deut 33:13-16, see: André Caquot, 
“Les benedictions de Moïse (Deutéronome 33, 6-25) II – de Joseph à Asher,” Semitica 33 (1983): 62; 
Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 223-229. 
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the literarily and geographically separate account of Benjamin’s birth, appears to 

have guided Joseph and Benjamin’s position in “The Blessing of Jacob.”  With this in 

mind, it is worth reiterating that the oldest witness to traditions concerning Jacob 

(i.e. Hos 12) makes no reference to the births of the patriarch’s sons.  Even more 

striking, despite allusions to Moses and the Israelites’ exodus from Egypt, Hos 12 

never mentions Joseph.  The accumulated evidence shows that, similar to the 

sayings concerning Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah in vv.3-12, a scribe has also 

appended sayings regarding Joseph and Benjamin to the core text of Gen 49.  

However, in this case, the editor drew on existing material, such as a pre-Judahite 

Joseph story and Deut 33:13-16, in order to situate the poem within its narrative 

context at the end of Jacob and Joseph stories. 

In contrast to Gen 49:3-12 and 22-27, which yield significant evidence of their 

connection to the Jacob and Joseph stories, including the canonical genealogy of the 

tribes’ eponymous ancestors in Gen 29:31-30:24 and 35:16-20, signs of intertextual or 

traditional dependence on the twelve-tribe system disappear in vv.13-21.  This 

includes the identity of Jacob as the narrator.  Beginning in v.13, the poem’s generic 

character as a patriarch’s last testament to his children is far less apparent.  

Additional separation between vv.13-21 and the Jacob and Joseph stories is evident 

in the sequence of names in these verses (Zebulun, Issachar, Dan, Gad, Asher, 

Naphtali), which unlike the first four and final two eponyms in the poem, has no 

comparison within biblical literature.290  Furthermore, the etymologies that vv.13-21 

                                                 
290 Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 181.  For additional discussion of vv.13-21 as an 
independent tribal list, see: Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 86-90.  
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provide for these eponyms differ from those given in Gen 29:31-30:24.  In light of 

these features, Macchi has convincingly argued that Gen 49:13-21 retains a list of 

Israelite tribes that is independent from the received genealogical structure of Gen 

29:31-30:24, perhaps deriving from the early Northern Kingdom of Israel.  If this was 

indeed the case, then this layer in the compositional history of Gen 49 may also 

include a shorter, positive saying concerning Reuben in v.3, in light of this figure’s 

position as the firstborn in Gen 29:31-32 and original role as the “helpful brother” in 

the Joseph story.291 

Significantly, this core list of eponyms lacks any reference to a genealogical 

connection between the named peoples.  Nonetheless, it is unlikely coincidental that 

these six eponyms also appear together as a unit in the textual core of the birth 

narrative in Gen 30:1-20, although in a different order. 

TABLE 2.3. The Order of Eponyms in Gen 30:1-20 and Gen 49:13-21 
Gen 30:1-20 Zebulun Issachar Dan Gad Asher Naphtali 

Gen 49:13-21 Dan Naphtali Gad Asher Issachar Zebulun 

 

As Fleming notes, “the match of six names suggests a stable association of northern 

and eastern groups that stood – perhaps as a unit – in relation to the groups of the 

so-called central highlands, which came to dominate the kingdom of Israel from 

Benjamin in the house of Saul and from Ephraim in a series of royal houses and 

capitals that ended up with Samaria.”292  Thus, close analysis of Gen 49 reveals its 

                                                 
291 Sparks has forcefully asserted that the Reuben saying is original to the tribal list in Gen 49, but that 
pro-Judahite redactors have altered it to discredit Jacob’s firstborn son.  Sparks, “Genesis 49 and the 
Tribal List Tradition in Ancient Israel,” 331. 
292 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 87. 
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inclusion of diachronically separated layers of scribal expansion, which differ in 

their representations of Israel as an association of tribes.  Only the final, received 

version of the poem contains a full expression of the twelve-tribe system. 

 

“The Blessing of Moses” in Deut 33 

 Deut 33, or “The Blessing of Moses,” shares a number of features with Gen 49.  

Similar to that text, Deut 33 is poetic in character, and likewise consists of sayings 

regarding eponyms that Gen 29:31-30:24 defines as the sons of Jacob.  Moreover, I 

have already mentioned that the Joseph saying in Gen 49:22-26 is literarily 

dependent on Deut 33:13-16.  Yet, the list of eponyms in Deut 33 differs from Gen 

29:31-30:24, 35:16-20 and Gen 49 in a number of important ways.  Scholars have 

traditionally viewed these differences as evidence that the tribal list in Deut 33 has a 

provenience in the Northern Kingdom of Israel, chronologically situated between 

Judg 5 and the static twelve-tribe system.293  As such, it reflects a conception of Israel 

as an association of “brother” tribes that is removed from the canonical genealogy 

of Jacob’s sons in Gen 29:31-30:24 and 35:16-20. 

 One of the most striking differences between Deut 33 and Gen 49 is the 

omission of Simeon in “The Blessing of Moses.”  Despite the eponym’s absence, the 

list reaches the expected number of twelve names by mentioning Ephraim and 

Manasseh in 17b.  Nevertheless, scholars have suggested that a number of tribal 

                                                 
293 For arguments to this effect, see: Halpern, The Emergence of Israel in Canaan, 149-156; Macchi, Israël et 
ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 276-278; Sparks, “Genesis 49 and the Tribal List Tradition in Ancient Israel,” 
328.   
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sayings in vv.6-25 are later additions, indicating that the poem’s duodecimal 

structure is actually a product of scribal redaction.   

First, there is considerable debate over the antiquity of Judah’s presence in 

the list, with Sparks asserting its place in the original composition, but Beyerle 

seeing it as a post-monarchic addition.294  This is also the case for Benjamin, which 

Beyerle believes a redactor constructed from a portion of the late poetic framework 

that now surrounds the tribal list in vv.2-5 and vv.26-29.295  While Sparks raises 

several important points concerning these texts, certain textual features support 

Beyerle’s interpretation.  First, unlike every other logion concerning Israelite tribes 

in vv.6-25, the Benjamin saying is the only one in which the tribal eponym appears 

solely in the heading: “to Benjamin he said – Beloved of Yahweh / he dwells in security 

beside him / standing in protection over him forever / and resting between his 

shoulders” (לבנימן אמר ידיד יהוה ישכן לבטח עליו חפף עליו כל היום ובין כתיפיו שכן; Deut 

33:12).  The Judah saying is also distinguished by its heading.  Throughout vv.6-25, 

the tribal sayings are introduced by the phrase: [ו] + ל + (Tribal Eponym), followed by 

the verb אמר (ʼmr) in the 3rd masculine singular perfect.296  In contrast, the heading of 

the Judah saying in v.7a states “and this he said to Judah” (וזאת ליהודה ויאמר).   As the 

reader can see, v.7a begins with וזאת (wĕzō’t) or “and this (thing),” specifying that 

someone has spoken the following lines “to Judah” (ליהודה).  Furthermore, rather 

                                                 
294 Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 268-269; Stefan Beyerle, Der Mosesegen im 
Deuteronomium: Eine text-, kompositions- und formkritische Studie zu Deuteronomium 33 (BZAW 250; ed. Otto 
Kaiser; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1997), 108-112. 
295 Beyerle, Der Mosesegen im Deuteronomium, 144-145. 
296 Deut 33:8 (וללוי אמר), 23 ,(ולדן אמר) 22 ,(ולגד אמר) 20 ,(ולזבולן אמר) 18 ,(וליוסף אמר) 13 ,(לבנימן אמר) 12 
 .(ולאשר אמר) and 24 ,(ולנפתלי אמר)
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than the expected 3rd masculine singular perfect of the verb אמר, v.7a uses the 3rd 

masculine singular waw-conversive form: ויאמר (wayyō’mar).297  Thus, literary, 

syntactical, and grammatical features differentiate the headings of the Benjamin and 

Judah sayings from every other tribal saying in vv.6-25, suggesting their separate 

compositional origin.298   

Less debate surrounds Levi’s appearance in vv.8-11, with numerous scholars 

regarding this passage as secondary, in light of the saying’s distinct length and 

literary character.299  Additionally, Ephraim and Manasseh’s position in the poem is 

also suspect, due to their brief mention at the conclusion of a saying that is 

otherwise focused exclusively on the figure of Joseph.300  Alternatively, Ephraim and 

Manasseh may be original to the list, but merely as components of a larger “Joseph” 

group that stands alongside the other eponyms.301  With these potential additions in 

mind, only eight tribes remain as original components: Reuben, Joseph (subsuming 

Ephraim and Manasseh), Zebulun, Issachar, Gad, Dan, Naphtali, and Asher.302  

                                                 
297 Schorn cites this grammatical form as evidence that the tribal list originally began with Judah in 
v.7. Schorn, Ruben und das System der zwölf Stämme Israels, 113. 
298 Schorn argues that the Reuben saying in v.6 is also a secondary addition to the tribal list in vv.6-25, 
due to its lack of a heading.  Ibid., 111.  However, Beyerle and Sparks have both noted that the Reuben 
sayings position following the poetic framework placed in Moses’ mouth alleviates the necessity for a 
heading.  Beyerle, Der Mosesegen im Deuteronomium, 281; Sparks, “Genesis 49 and the Tribal List 
Tradition in Ancient Israel,” 337.  
299 C. J. Labuschagne, “The Tribes in the Blessing of Moses,” OTS (1974): 101; A. D. H. Mayes, 
Deuteronomy (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 402.  Sparks regards vv.8-10 as redactional, with v.11 
originally belonging to an original Judah saying.  Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 269 no. 
132.   
300 Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 276-277.   
301 Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 269.  Beyerle notes the common argument that 
Ephraim and Manasseh are a secondary insertion in v.17b, but states that he cannot link such an 
addition to a recognizable editor or editorial layer in the Deut 33.  Beyerle, Der Mosesegen im 
Deuteronomium, 181-182. 
302 Macchi counts seven tribes as uncontested original components of the list, by counting Issachar as 
a component of Zebulun, since v.18a actually only addresses the latter eponym.  Macchi, Israël et ses 
tribus selon Genèse 49, 277. Sparks forcefully asserts Deut 33’s correspondence with a ten-tribe 
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Significantly, this collection of eponyms corresponds to the sons of Jacob that I 

identified as part of the core birth narrative in Gen 29:31-30:24, although in a unique, 

perhaps geographically influenced, order.303  Moreover, the final six eponyms 

correspond with the core tribal list of Gen 49:13-21, as well as Gen 30:1-20.  

TABLE 2.4. The Order of Eponyms in Gen 30:1-20, Gen 49:13-21, and Deut 33:18-25 
Gen 30:1-20 Dan Naphtali Gad Asher Issachar Zebulun 

Gen 49:13-21 Zebulun Issachar Dan Gad Asher Naphtali 

Deut 33:18-25 Zebulun Issachar Gad Dan Naphtali Asher 

       
As TABLE 2.4 shows above, all three texts present these eponyms as a unit, with 

differing orders in each case.  This indicates that their grouping is the product of a 

conceptual association, and not literary dependence.  Moreover, emphasis on 

Joseph’s preeminence among the tribes, as well as the list’s distinctly northern 

orientation, stands as compelling evidence that the passage took shape within the 

Northern Kingdom.304  

 Even more important in the present context, close analysis of “The Blessing 

of Moses” shows that a conception of tribal “brotherhood” predated the text’s 

expansion to fit the ideology of the twelve-tribe system, and was already well 

established in Israel.  Two Inter-Group אח Texts appear in what I have argued belongs 

                                                 
aesthetic, which he also sees in Judg 5, and believes was part of a distinctly northern conception of 
Israel as a tribal coalition.  Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 115, 269-272; ibid, “Genesis 49 
and the Tribal List Tradition in Ancient Israel,” 327-329.  However, there is good reason to suspect 
that the notion of an alternative, ten-tribe tradition is dependent on a conception of the twelve-tribe 
system.  In fact, references to the Northern Kingdom of Israel in Samuel and Kings as a body of ten 
tribes is best understood as late references to the twelve-tribe system that simply subtract two tribes.  
For example, see: 2 Sam 19:44 and 1 Kgs 11:29-39.   
303 On the geographical structure of the tribal list in Deut 33:6-25, see: Halpern, The Emergence of Israel 
in Canaan, 129; Labuschagne, “The Tribes in the Blessing of Moses,” 112; Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon 
Genèse 49, 276. 
304 Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 268; ibid, “Genesis 49 and the Tribal List Tradition in 
Ancient Israel,” 328; Beyerle, Der Mosesegen im Deuteronomium, 279; Labuschagne, “The Tribes in the 
Blessing of Moses,” 98; Nielsen, Deuteronomium, 299. 
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to the earliest tribal list in Deut 33:6, 13-25.  More specifically, vv.16b and 24 identify 

Joseph and Asher respectively as one of several אחים.  Citing these allusions to 

“brotherhood” between eponyms, Sparks has written that “it seems clear that [Deut 

33] was informed by certain genealogical notions and that a degree of ethnic 

sentiment was present within the community that produced this text.”305  The idea 

that some form of genealogical ideology is at play in these verses does indeed seem 

likely, and I have already noted the onomastic equivalence between Deut 33:6, 13-25 

and the core birth narrative of Gen 29:31-32 and 30:1-20.  However, contra Sparks, I 

showed in the dissertation’s introduction that genealogies can have multiple 

functions within a society, and do not equate ethnic sentiments.  My examination of 

inter-group “brotherhood” between tribes at Mari in the following chapter will 

provide a different approach to understanding these references to Joseph and 

Asher’s “brothers” that places this fraternal terminology within the political context 

of its use in the ancient Near East, and sets aside the twelve-tribe system’s 

representation of these groups as sub-units of a single people named Israel.  

 

“The Song of Deborah” in Judg 5 

As I already mentioned, Judg 5, or “The Song of Deborah,” is widely 

considered one of the oldest texts in the Hebrew Bible, and scholars frequently cite 

it as the best biblical evidence concerning pre-monarchic Israel.306  However, despite 

                                                 
305 Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 271. 
306  Mark S. Smith, “What is Prologue is Past: Composing Israelite Identity in Judges 5,” in Thus Says the 
Lord: Essays on the Former and Latter Prophets in Honor of Robert R. Wilson (eds. John J. Ahn and Stephen L. 
Cook; LHBOTS 502; eds. Claudia V. Camp and Andrew Mein; New York: T & T Clark, 2009), 55-56. See 
also: Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 64; Halpern, The Emergence of Israel in Canaan, 117; 
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important literary and theological themes that appear to unite the poem, there is 

growing recognition that the text is not a homogeneous composition.307  For 

instance, Fleming has argued that the song is actually a combination of two separate 

works, “which are introduced and bound together by the opening hymn and setting 

of the scene.”308  Fleming’s argument draws on work by Smith, who views vv.2-13 as 

a double introduction that was secondarily created to introduce vv.14-30.309  In a 

slightly different interpretation, Fritz has speculated that vv.2-11 and 31a are a 

theological addition to vv.12-31, indicated by the remains of two independent poetic 

preludes in vv.3 and 13.310  Most important within the present context, the originally 

separate poem that these and other scholars have argued spans vv.14-18 includes a 

register of ten named peoples that has no parallel elsewhere in biblical literature: 

Ephraim, Benjamin, Machir, Zebulun, Issachar, Reuben, Gilead, Dan, Asher, and 

Naphtali.311  This unique list may be one of the oldest traditions within the poem, 

                                                 
Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 274-275. Robertson included this text alongside a small group 
of poems (Exod 15, Deut 32, 2 Sam 22/Ps 18, Hab 3, and Job) that exhibit linguistic evidence of an early 
date.  David A. Robertson, Linguistic Evidence in Dating Early Hebrew Poetry (Dissertation Series 3; USA: 
The Society of Biblical Literature, 1972), 153.  More recently, Fritz has plainly stated that Judg 5:12-17, 
18b, 19-22, 24-30 is the only biblical text that can be dated to the pre-monarchic period.  Volkmar 
Fritz, The Emergence of Israel in the Twelfth and Eleventh Centuries B.C.E. (trans. James W. Barker; Society 
of Biblical Literature Biblical Encyclopedia 2; ed. Leo G. Perdue; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 
2011), 139.  However, Sparks has highlighted that scholars have often assumed this texts antiquity, 
rather than provide compelling evidence in support of it.  He recommends caution when dealing with 
the date of Judg 5, but nevertheless concedes that “even if it is from a later date, [the “Song of 
Deborah”] probably reflects an earlier and perhaps premonarchical tradition.”  Sparks, Ethnicity and 
Identity in Ancient Israel, 113. 
307 On the text’s seeming literary homogeneity, see: Michael David Coogan, “A Structural and Literary 
Analysis of the Song of Deborah,” CBQ 40 (1978): 143-166. 
308 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 65. 
309 Smith, “What is Prologue is Past,” 55. 
310 Fritz, The Emergence of Israel in the Twelfth and Eleventh Centuries B.C.E., 39. 
311 My use of the term “peoples” in this sentence stands in contrast to other arguments that the 
named entities of vv.14-18 are territorial titles, and should not be equated with population groups.  
See: Gösta W. Ahlström, Who Were the Israelites? (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1986), 80-83; de Geus, The 
Tribes of Israel, 111.  However, Sparks has shown that Judg 5 describes the named entities of vv.14-18 
as social modalities (i.e. peoples).  In fact, he writes that “one must reckon with the fact that these so-
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and it depicts these eponyms in a manner that contrasts strikingly with the twelve-

tribe system’s vision of Israel as a united people and polity.     

Although certain titles in these verses are familiar from the birth narrative of 

Gen 29:31-30:24 and 35:16-30, Machir and Gilead are not named as sons of Jacob in 

Genesis, or anywhere else in the Hebrew Bible.  Moreover, Judg 5 makes no 

reference, positive or negative, to the tribes of Simeon, Levi, Judah, Manasseh, and 

Gad.312  Even the order of the tribal eponyms in vv.14-18 is exceptional.  Beyond Deut 

27:12-13 and Ezek 48:1-28, which contain their own internal logic, all of the tribal 

lists and genealogies begin with either Reuben or Judah.313  These orders are easily 

understandable in light of Reuben’s first-born status in the genealogical tradition of 

Jacob’s sons and Judah’s eventual pre-eminence as a monarchic kingdom.  In 

contrast, Judg 5:14-18 begins with Ephraim in v.14, and the ensuing titles correspond 

in no way to the genealogy of Israel in Genesis, or the ensuing political histories of 

Israel and Judah.314  Therefore, scholars have seen the tribal list in v.14-18 as an 

                                                 
called geographical units are behaving throughout very much like social modalities that make and 
follow corporate decisions concerning participation in the conflict.” Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in 
Ancient Israel, 114.  
312 Although certain scholars have contended that Machir and Gilead should be understood as ciphers 
for Manasseh and Gad, Lindars forcefully rejects this interpretation.  He sees no reason to emend 
these names, or regard them as “poetic substitutions.”  Barnabas Lindars, Judges 1-5: A New Translation 
and Commentary (ed. A. D. H. Mayes; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1995), 254, 262.  I agree with Lindar’s 
argument.  Therefore, the present study takes the text’s use of these names at face value. 
313 In addition, both of these texts are likely late.  Ezek 48 is exilic at earliest, and biblical scholars 
have also regarded Deut 27 as a late insertion to the book of Deuteronomy.  Macchi, Israël et ses tribus 
selon Genèse 49, 268. 
314 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 64. Kallai regards the organization of the tribal eponyms 
in Judg 5:14-18 as geographical.  By arguing that Machir and Gilead refer to Manasseh and Gilead 
respectively, and that Judah and Simeon stand outside the geographical horizon of the particular 
military event that the song describes, Kallai is able to argue that even this unique text participates in 
the twelve tribe system.  Kallai, “The Twelve-Tribe Systems of Israel,” 77-78.  In contrast, Halpern 
sees the origins of the genealogy of Israel in the separation of the enumerated tribes into four units.  
As he writes: “The four sections of Israel in [Judg 5] correspond to four ʼummôt.  Quite possibly, Rachel 
(Ephraim-Benjamin, probably Machir), Bilhah (Dan, after the migration, Asher and Naphtali), Leah 
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expression of “an old northern sense of the tribes, one without a Judah and Simeon 

and prior to claims for Levi.”315  Indeed, the list in vv.14-18 appears wholly 

unfamiliar with the unified familial representation of the eponyms as the sons of 

Jacob, according to the twelve-tribe system. 

A number of elements within Judg 5:14-18 that emphasize the eponyms’ 

distinct identities as political bodies reinforces this conclusion.  First, vv.14-18 

contain a variety of terms with socio-structural and political significance, which 

varies from group to group.  V.14a states that Benjamin, as a fighting force, is 

composed of multiple עממים (‘ămāmîm), or “peoples/bands.”316  In contrast, the first 

colon of v.14b refers to the plural מחקקים (mĕḥôqĕqîm) of Machir, while the second 

colon describes Zebulun in the plural, wielding a “staff” (שבט), which has distinct 

overtones of political leadership.317  Finally, in v.15a, the multiple שרים (śārîm; 

“officials” or “captains”) of Issachar appear beside Deborah in the battle.  Regarding 

these texts, Fleming keenly observes that these verses all emphasize collective 

action on the part of the named groups, but “the variety of terminology 

communicates individuality, as opposed to a standard representation demanded by 

some central authority or institution.”318  In other words, the text of vv.12-23 clearly 

                                                 
(Reuben and Gad, most likely) and Zilpah (perhaps Zebulun and Issachar) were enshrined as Israel’s 
wives in the eponymic and metaphoric but nevertheless reified folklore of the north.  Each ʼummâ 
corresponded to one of the geopolitical and social sections of the ‘amm.”  Halpern, The Emergence of 
Israel in Canaan, 149.   
315 Smith, “What is Prologue is Past,” 50. 
316 Brown, Driver, and Briggs, “עם,” BDB, 766. 
317 See Gen 49:10. 
318 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 65. 
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reflects the notion that “Ephraimites were not Reubenites, that Reubenites were not 

Benjaminites, and so forth.”319   

If v.14-18 belong to an originally separate poem, then the lack of reference to 

the name “Israel” (ישראל) in vv.14-30 is also significant.  Vv.2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 9 and 11 all 

mention “Israel.”320  However, all of these verses belong to the secondary prologue 

attached to vv.14-18.  In contrast, vv.14-30 never mention “Israel.”  This is also the 

case for the noun עם (‘ām), or “people/kin group” which appears in vv.2, 9, 11, and 

13, but is only found once in vv.14-30.  Furthermore, the noun refers to Zebulun in 

v.18, and not Israel.  This depiction stands in complete opposition to Exod 1:9, which 

strongly asserts the identity of the בני ישראל (bĕnê yiśrā’ēl), which Exod 1:1-6 specifies 

as the twelve sons of Jacob and their households, as an עם.  Smith convincingly 

argues that the discrepancy in these terms’ use in different compositional layers 

within Judg 5 is strategic.  As he writes, “the dominant use of Israel and [עם] in the 

introduction in vv.2-13 may mask an older picture of the battle of groups that may 

not have fully constituted Israel or a single [עם], but were viewed in this manner by 

the time of the composer.”321   

Put differently, repetition of the name ישראל and the noun עם in Judg 5:2-13 is 

best understood as an example of scribal over-communication, which involved 

reiteration of information beyond the requirements of the immediate context.  

Significantly, anthropologists and sociologists have found that over-communication 

                                                 
319 Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 117. 
320 Smith, “What is Prologue is Past,” 53. 
321 Ibid., 54. 
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and under-communication are a frequent byproduct of status anxiety in the process 

of identity construction and ethnic boundary maintenance.322  Thus, a comparison of 

vv.2-13 and vv.14-18 reveals a stark contrast in notions of Israelite identity, as there 

is no indication that the named peoples in the latter section considered themselves 

part of a single people named “Israel,” but that a redactor has forcefully attempted 

to depict them as such in the former.323  In Chapter 5, I will show that status anxiety 

related to Israel’s identification of Benjamin as “my brother” (אחי) in Judg 20:23 and 

28 elicited similar over-communication of that group’s Israelite identity, revealing 

this editorial strategy’s important place within the tool chest of the biblical scribes.  

Despite the absence of “a shared name or a single leader,” it is clear that 

vv.14-18 represent some form of affiliation or alliance between Ephraim, Benjamin, 

Machir, Zebulun, Issachar, Reuben, Gilead, Dan, Asher, and Naphtali.324  Indeed, the 

contours of this relationship are visible in the narrator’s appraisal of the group’s 

actions, which stress obligations of supportive behavior, especially their 

mobilization in a joint military campaign.   Thus, the praise offered to Ephraim, 

Benjamin, Machir, Zebulun, and Issachar in vv.14-15 is the specific byproduct of 

their participation in a military venture.  Inversely, the discrete rebukes of Reuben, 

Gilead, Dan, and Asher in vv.15b-17 are predicated on their lack of participation in 

the campaign.325  In particular, vv.16-17 use verbs of settlement and inaction to 

                                                 
322 On the use of over-communication and under-communication in the construction and 
maintenance of ethnic identity, see: Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 26-42.  Eriksen takes adopts this 
terminology from Erving Goffman’s foundational sociological work, The Presentation of the Self in 
Everyday Life (New York: Anchor Books, 1959), 141.   
323 Smith, “What is Prologue is Past,” 57. 
324 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 66. 
325 Groß, Richter, 348. 
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describe these entities.  V.16 questions Reuben in the 2nd person singular, and asks 

“why did you dwell amongst the sheepfolds” (למה ישבת בין המשפתים)?  In v.17, Gilead 

“resides” (שכן) beyond the Jordan, Dan “stays” (יגור) amongst ships, and Asher 

“dwells” (ישב) on the coast.326  Each description communicates dissonance between 

the named group’s expected participation in the battle, and their actual failure to 

mobilize.327  

This examination of Judg 5:14-18 shows that this text depicts a different 

vision of the relationship between named peoples that later tradition identified as 

tribes of “Israel.”  Focusing on groups located in what would become the Northern 

Kingdom, these eponyms are bound by an expectation of their support in a battle in 

vv.14-18.  Moreover, although a later scribe has interpreted these groups as 

components of a larger Israelite collective in vv.2-13, the same named peoples 

remained free of an overarching identity, political or otherwise, in the text’s earliest 

layers.  This representation of the tribes stands in complete opposition to the 

twelve-tribe system’s portrayal of Israel as a people and political collective.  In fact, 

although the word אח never appears in “The Song of Deborah” as a description for 

the relationship between Israelite groups, the following chapters will show that the 

tribal world of Judg 5:14-18 provides the proper background for understanding the 

meaning and use of this term in particular Inter-Group אח Texts, rather than an 

assumed dependence on the genealogy of Jacob’s sons.   

                                                 
326 Brown, Driver, and Briggs, “שכן,” BDB, 1014-1015; Ibid., “גור,” BDB, 158-159; Ibid., “ישב,” BDB, 442-
443. 
327 Smith writes that use of these verbs for dwelling may indicate that a scribe has removed the 
sayings from their original context, where they originally indicated only the group’s settlement in a 
particular region, rather than their inaction.  Smith, “What is Prologue is Past,” 50. 
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Pan-Israelite “Brotherhood” 

Before moving on to the following chapter’s examination of evidence for 

inter-group “brotherhood” from elsewhere in the ancient Near East, brief 

consideration of the use of אח in the Hebrew Bible as an expression of indefinite 

kinship between all Israelites is required.  As I pointed out in Chapter 1, some 

scholars have viewed אח’s meaning within particular Inter-Group אח Texts as 

representative of this usage.  This includes the passages of Judg 20:13, 23, 28, and 

21:6, the analyses of which will be central to my thesis later in the dissertation.  Such 

use of אח would seem to presuppose a conception of shared Israelite descent, and 

scholars have seen it as proof of early Israel’s identity as a distinct and unified ethnic 

group.  However, the preceding discussion has shown that the Bible’s depiction of 

the Israelite tribes as “brothers” in the Jacob and Joseph stories, as well as the tribal 

list tradition, bears witness to divergent conceptions of Israel as an association of 

named peoples.  In fact, the core text of Judg 5:14-18 indicates an affiliation between 

several groups without recourse to a shared name or identity as a single עם.  In 

accordance with these observations, close analysis reveals that assertions of pan-

Israelite “brotherhood” occur within a particular and restricted corpus of biblical 

texts, tying this use of אח to specific scribal contexts and interests that achieve 

greater prominence in post-monarchic biblical writing.  As such, the evidence 

establishes that pan-Israelite “brotherhood” was a late innovation in the conception 

of Israelite identity, and not a universally held notion.    
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A selection of examples will support this conclusion.  1 Chr 28:2 clearly 

asserts some type of pan-Israelite “brotherhood.”  In particular, the verse defines 

“the people” (העם) as “brothers” (אחים).  Yet, the passage is also post-monarchic in 

date, composed sometime between the 5th and 3rd centuries BCE.328  By this point, 

those Judeans returning from the Babylonian exile to the Persian province of Yehud 

had created a new conception of their “Israelite” identity.  Based on an analysis of 

Ezekiel, Deutero-Isaiah and the Holiness Code, Sparks has shown that during the 

early post-monarchic period, the basis of Israelite identity shifted to include “a well-

integrated history of its ancestors and its corporate life.”329  The solidification of the 

Judeans’ “Israelite” ethnic boundaries in this context placed greater emphasis on the 

Patriarchal traditions and the Israelites’ supposed common descent.330   

This same post-monarchic, Judean context surrounds the pan-Israelite use of 

 in other texts as well.  Isa 66:20 asserts that “they shall bring all your brothers אח

from all the nations” (והביאו את כל אחיכם מכל הגוים), in apparent reference to all 

Israelites.  This passage appears at the end of the work that scholarship has 

traditionally identified as Trito-Isaiah (Isa 56-66), a compilation of prophetic 

material that follows, and builds upon, the writings of Deutero-Isaiah (Isa 40-55).331  

                                                 
328 Klein suggests that Chronicles was composed in the first half of the fourth century BCE.  However, 
he notes that scholars have proposed a wide range of possible dates, “from 520-515 BCE to the 
Maccabean era (ca. 160 BCE), thus ranging over three and a half centuries.”  Ralph W. Klein, 1 
Chronicles (ed. Thomas Krüger; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006), 13-14.   
329 Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 316. 
330 Ibid., 316.  I will discuss this subject at greater length in Chapter 8. 
331 Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66 (AB 19B; eds. William Foxwell Albright and David Noel Freedman; 
New York: Doubleday, 2003), 27-29, 37-40; John L. McKenzie, Second Isaiah (AB 20; William Foxwell 
Albright and David Noel Freedman; Garden City: Doubleday, 1967), xxii-xxiii.  Some scholars have 
rejected the separation of Isaiah into independent works, or redactional layers.  In fact, they are 
correct to note the substantial thematic and theological links between Isa 1-39 and 40-66.  However, 
Blenkinsopp provides a sharp rebuttal to this canonical approach to the book of Isaiah, writing that 
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Despite its position within a single biblical book, there is a general scholarly 

consensus that the work of Deutero-Isaiah was composed towards the end of the 

Babylonian Exile, long after Isaiah of Jerusalem’s prophetic career ended in the 8th 

century BCE.332  Significantly, Trito-Isaiah appears to reflect an even later post-

monarchic context.  Regarding this material’s date of composition, Blenkinsopp 

writes that “most scholars today would…agree that the bulk of 56-66 reflects the 

situation in the province of Judah (Yehud) during the first century of Persian rule, 

corresponding more or less to the reigns of Darias I (522-486), Xerxes I (486-465), and 

Artaxerxes I (465-424).”333  Moreover, even in this post-exilic context, most 

researchers regard 66:20 as a late addition, suggesting that its use of אח is thoroughly 

situated within the increasingly static genealogical conceptions that typified Judean 

ethnic boundary construction during this period.334   

Mic 5:2 also describes the Israelites as אחים: “Therefore, he will hand them 

over / until she who is giving birth has given birth / then the remainder of his 

                                                 
for those scholars invested in this argument “it seems to be theologically necessary for biblical books 
to be coherent, well thought-out units so that, if it could be shown that a biblical book such as Isaiah 
is a compilation of disparate materials…it would be impossible to extract theological meaning, or at 
least the proper canonical meaning, from its components.”  Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 29. 
332 Joseph Blenkinsopp, A History of Prophecy in Israel (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 100, 
184. 
333 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 43. 
334 Ibid., 315; P. A. Smith, Rhetoric and Redaction in Trito-Isaiah: The Structure, Growth and Authorship of 
Isaiah 56-66 (SVT 62; eds. J. A. Emerton et al.; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1995), 188; Claus Westermann, Isaiah 40-
66: A Commentary (trans. David M. G. Stalker; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1969), 306.  In his analysis of 
notions of ethnicity and identity in Trito-Isaiah, Nihan illuminates a dialogue within the text over the 
definition of Judean ethnicity.  He concludes that “membership and status within the community of 
Third Isaiah tend to be ‘acquired’ rather than simply ‘assigned,’ and the ‘cultural’ component – that 
is, voluntary adoption of distinctive Judean customs – is valued over the genealogical one…In that 
respect, we might say that the final composition of Third Isaiah, in the fourth century B.C.E., 
corresponds to some extent to the beginnings of Judaism as an ‘ethno-religion,’ to borrow the 
terminology employed by Cohen and others.”  Christophe Nihan, “Ethnicity and Identity in Isaiah 56-
66” in Judah and the Judeans in the Achaemenid Period: Negotiating Identity in an International Context (eds. 
Oded Lipschits, Gary N. Knoppers, and Manfred Oeming; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2011), 93. 
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brothers / will return to the children of Israel” ( לכן יתנם עד עת יולדה ילדה ויתר אחיו

 אחים This verse refers to the birth of a future Davidic king, whose  .(ישובון על בני ישראל

are the “children of Israel” (בני ישראל).  Mays writes that in this verse אח means 

“member of the people”: i.e. the future ruler’s Israelite kinsmen.335  Indeed, the 3rd 

masculine singular possessive suffix –יו  (-āyw) attached to אח clearly refers to the 

“ruler” (מושל) that v.1b describes, thereby representing a shared, individualistic 

relationship between him and all other “Israelites.”  Yet, although scholars argue 

that at least some portion of Mic 1-3 dates to the 8th century B.C.E., there is 

significant agreement that Mic 4-5 reflect an expansion of this core material in the 

post-monarchic period.336  Interestingly, Mic 5:2’s place in such a late historical 

context creates semantic difficulties related to אח, due to theological developments 

related to the return of a Davidic king.  As McKane notes, “verse 2b [could refer] 

either to the return of the exiles and their reunion with their brothers already in 

Judah or to the regathering of Judah in the Messianic age.”337  In either case, v.2’s 

reference to the “Israelites” as אחים belongs to the same development of a Judean 

conception of shared Israelite kinship in 1 Chr 28:2, Isa 66:20, and elsewhere in post-

monarchic literature.   

A close reading of supposed assertions of pan-Israelite “brotherhood” in the 

book of Exodus also reveals important issues.  First, although Exod 2:11 gives the 

impression that all Israelites are “brothers” (אחים), it never mentions the name 

                                                 
335 James Luther Mays, Micah: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976), 117. 
336 Blenkinsopp, A History of Prophecy in Israel, 92; Rainer Kessler, Micha (Freiburg: Herder, 1999), 55; 
Mays, Micah, 26; William McKane, The Book of Micah: Introduction and Commentary (Edinburgh: T & T 
Clark, 1998), 7. 
337 McKane, The Book of Micah, 162-163. 
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“Israel” (ישראל).  Rather, Exod 2:11 identifies Moses’ “brothers” with a specific term.  

The verse states: “And at that time, when Moses had grown up, he went out to his 

brothers and saw their labors.  He witnessed an Egyptian man beating a Hebrew 

man, one of his brothers” ( ויהי בימים ההם ויגדל משה ויצא אל אחיו וירא בסבלתם וירא איש

 are defined as (אחיו) ”In this passage, Moses’ “brothers  .(מצרי מכה איש עברי מאחיו

“Hebrew” (עברי), not Israelite.  Exod 4:18 continues the immediate narrative of 

Moses’ departure from Egypt, and once again makes no reference to “Israel.”338  

Though scholars continue to debate the meaning of the name “Hebrew” (עברי), as 

well as its etymology, the name’s relation to the Israelite tribes remains unclear.339  

Interestingly, the LXX translation of Exod 2:11, along with Acts 7:23, specify that 

Moses’ אחים in this verse are in fact “the Israelites” (τοὺς υἱοὺς ̓Ἰσραήλ), the Greek 

equivalent of the Hebrew phrase 340.בני ישראל  Alternatively, Targum Onqelos renders 

the same Hebrew passage in Aramaic as “a Judean man, one of his brothers” ( לגבר

 Strikingly, both translations bear witness to an interpretive desire to  341.(יהודי מאחוהי

                                                 
338 This verse’s reference to the Israelites as “brothers” most likely assumes the Hebrew identity that 
2:11 indicates. Perlitt, “Ein einzig Volk von Brüdern,” 56 n.24. 
339 Fleming has suggested an etymological connection between the term עברי (‘ibrî; “Hebrew”) and the 
Akkadian noun ḫibrum, attested at Mari, which identifies the component of the Yaminite population 
that is at pasture with flocks in the back country.  With regard to the more common practice of 
linking עברי to the Bronze Age term ‘apiru, Fleming writes, “An etymology of Hebrew ‘ibrî that is 
focused on the ancient ‘ibrum retains many of the advantages of the ‘apiru etymology.  The word 
‘ibrum comes from the same root as ‘apiru, in documentation that attests both nouns, along with the 
verb from which they are derived.  Like the ‘apiru, the ‘ibrum consists of people who have left their 
settled residence, but in the latter case without cutting ties with their settled communities.  These 
ties are preserved by the ideology of tribal identity.  The qitl noun form of ‘ibrum offers a better match 
to ‘ibrî.  Moreover, the ‘ibrum offers a better social fit with the biblical traditions for ‘Hebrew’ 
identity.”  Fleming, “Genesis in History and Tradition,” 221. 
340 Eberhard Nestle and Erwin Nestle, Novum Testamentum Graece (eds. Kurt Aland et al.; Stuttgart: 
Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1991), 339. 
341 Alexander Sperber, ed., The Bible in Aramaic (Vol 1. The Pentateuch According to Targum Onkelos; 
Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1959), 91.  



 

154 

clarify the identity of Moses’ אחים during the Second Temple Period, suggesting a 

level of ambiguity in the biblical text by this point in Jewish History.  It is also worth 

noting that the scribal insertion of pan-Israelite “brotherhood” in the Greek 

translation of Exod 2:11 should be understood as a late manifestation of the post-

monarchic trend I identified above. 

Assertions of pan-Israelite “brotherhood” also appear throughout the legal 

core of Deuteronomy (Deut 12-26).  I already noted in Chapter 2 that this 

concentrated use of the term אח compelled Perlitt to suggest that Deut 12-26 

contained a distinct “אח-schicht” in its compositional history, a hypothesis that 

Sparks and Nestor have challenged to differing degrees in their own works.  Setting 

aside their specific arguments, it is sufficient to note here that Deuteronomy’s use of 

 can be understood as a central component of the text’s moral and ethical אח

rhetoric, which is focused on certain reforming goals within Judahite society.342  This 

particular vision of intra-communal “brotherhood” appears in other texts as well, 

each with clear connections to Deuteronomy.  These include Lev 19:17, 25, Jer 7:15, 

34:9, and 14.  

First, Lev 25 and Jer 34:9, 14 belong to larger passages concerning the 

manumission of slaves: Lev 25:39-46 and Jer 34:8-22.  The biblical manumission laws 

offer “an embarrassment of riches” for the investigation of inner-biblical literary 

dependence, due to the fact that each of the primary legal collections of the 

Pentateuch contains its own law on the subject: Exod 21:2-6, 7-11, Deut 15:12-18, Lev 

                                                 
342 Levinson has argued that this ideology sought to reorient both the religion and society of ancient 
Judah.  For more, see: Levinson, Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation, 144-149.  
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25:39-46, and a legal narrative concerning manumission in Jer 34:8-22.343  Levinson 

has convincingly shown that Lev 25:39-46 represents a reinterpretation of the 

manumission laws of Exod 21:2-6, 7-11 and Deut 15:12-18.344  In fact, there is a great 

deal of evidence that the Holiness Code as a whole (Lev 17-27) represents a legal 

response to the Covenant Code (Exod 20:22-23:33) and the laws of Deuteronomy.345  

Additionally, “the distinctiveness of the repetitive sermonic prose of [the 

book of Jeremiah] and its resemblance to Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic 

additions in Kings has long been noted.”346  Jer 7:15, 34:9 and 14 belong to such prose 

sections.347  The connection between Jer 34:8-22 and Deuteronomy is so close that Jer 

34:14 actually paraphrases the law of manumission in Deut 15:1 and 12.348  Thus, the 

pan-Israelite use of אח in this verse is literarily dependent on Deuteronomy.  Jer 34:9 

also alludes to the manumission of slaves, but the verse qualifies the individual’s 

“brother” (אחיהו) as “a Judahite” (יהודי), restricting the term’s referential scope. 

These examples show that a conception of all individual Israelites as אחים is 

most common in post-monarchic texts, which post-date the crystallization of the 

twelve-tribe system.  In addition, references to pan-Israelite “brotherhood” are 

clustered in Deuteronomy and texts that are either literarily dependent on its legal 

core or participate in its ideology of social reformation.   

                                                 
343 Bernard M. Levinson, “The Manumission of Hermeneutics: The Slave Laws of the Pentateuch as a 
Challenge to Contemporary Pentateuchal Theory” in Congress Volume Leiden 2004 (ed. André Lemaire; 
VTSup 109; eds. H.M. Barstad et al.; Leiden: Brill, 2006), 281-282. 
344 Levinson, “The Manumission of Hermeneutics,” 307. 
345 Ibid., 317-319. 
346 William L. Holladay, Jeremiah 2 (ed. Paul D. Hanson; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 12. 
347 Leslie C. Allen, Jeremiah: A Commentary (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2008), 9. 
348 Holladay, Jeremiah 2, 238. 
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Summary 

 Through an examination of the Jacob Story, Joseph Story, tribal list tradition, 

and references to pan-Israelite “brotherhood,” this chapter has shown that the 

representation of the Israelite tribes as “brothers” outside the Inter-Group אח Texts is 

neither uniform, nor universal.  That is, separate compositional layers within these 

passages retain conflicting portrayals of the tribes as the sons of Jacob, as well as a 

tribal collective.  Indeed, the twelve-tribe system only appears as a conceptual 

framework in the final stages’ of these passages textual development, in accordance 

with the growing scholarly viewpoint that this understanding of Israel’s past as a 

unified people and polity is a late, perhaps even post-monarchic, construct.  Yet, by 

peeling this ideological Rahmen from these texts, the notion of Israel as a coalition of 

tribes remains, but with a distinctly northern Israelite orientation.  Moreover, while 

emphasis on the preeminence of Joseph in Gen 29-50 indicates the genealogical 

narrative’s development within the highland-dominated Northern Kingdom, 

reference to the symbol of “brotherhood” testifies to the existence of a collaborative 

political framework between peer groups that pre-dates the foundation of the 

monarchy, which Fleming has convincingly argued typifies Israelite traditions in the 

Hebrew Bible.  When this period of history becomes visible in Judg 5:14-18, it 

portrays named peoples that later tradition identified as Israelite acting together 

militarily, but as distinct political bodies that lack a shared name or identity as a 

single עם.  Significantly, my examination of extra-biblical references to inter-group 

“brotherhood” in the following chapter will show that the term “brother” identified 
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a relationship between independent peer polities within ancient Near Eastern 

political discourse.  The context of aḫum’s use in these texts corresponds with the 

tribal world found in Judg 5:14-18, while linguistic dynamics and behavioral 

expectations demonstrate that scribal knowledge of אח’s meaning within this 

political discourse has shaped the composition of the Inter-Group אח Texts.   
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CHAPTER 3 

 

INTER-GROUP “BROTHERHOOD” IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST 

 

Introduction 

The preceding chapter demonstrated that a conception of tribal 

“brotherhood” pre-dates the late scribal framework of the twelve-tribe system, and 

is tied closely to an Israelite tradition of collaborative politics between peer groups.  

Moreover, close analysis reveals that Judg 5:14-18 represents a set of eponyms, some 

of which later biblical tradition situates among the tribes of Israel, as politically 

independent bodies that lack a unified social identity under a shared name or 

authoritative hierarchy.  In order to better understand the Bible’s depiction of the 

Israelite tribes as “brothers” and the meaning of אח in the Inter-Group אח Texts, I will 

dedicate the present chapter to evidence for the notion of inter-group 

“brotherhood” in extra-biblical sources from the ancient Near East.  This 

investigation will reveal that the Hebrew Bible’s representation of the Israelite 

tribes as the sons of a specific father in narrative is unique within ancient Near 

Eastern literature, though reference to the Yaminites, Sim’alites, Numḫa, and 

Yamutbal as aḫḫū, or “brothers,” does appear in the Mari archives.  Examination of 

these sources demonstrates that, rather than being governed by a conception of 

shared identity that is dependent on a static genealogy, the term “brother” 

identifies independent named peoples as complimentary political “others.”  By 

showing the representative similarity between this depiction of tribal 
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“brotherhood” and that of the Hebrew Bible, the following chapters will reveal the 

connection between separate compositional layers surrounding the Inter-Group אח 

Texts and divergent scribal conceptions of the Israelite tribes’ identity as אחים. 

 

Genealogies in the Ancient Near East 

 The most logical place to look for representations of inter-group 

“brotherhood” from the ancient Near East is in textual references to segmented 

genealogies similar to the Jacob story and the birth narrative of Gen 29:31-30:24 and 

35:16-20.  However, despite evidence for the historical use of genealogies by peoples 

in the region, there are no known ancient Near Eastern narratives that link named 

groups as the sons of a specific father as in Genesis, thereby marking the biblical 

material as an unusual literary creation.  As Fleming writes, “this explicit account of 

a tribal association as sons of one ancestral father is rare, perhaps even unique.  

Neither the well-documented peoples of the second-millennium Mari archives nor 

the variety of first-millennium references to Arameans and Chaldeans are 

characterized by clear relations of brotherhood, as supplied by the Genesis 

genealogy.”349  Below I will briefly examine a representative set of textual evidence 

for the use of genealogies in Mesopotamia, the pre-Islamic Arab world, and the 

Aegean, in order to shed light on the peculiarity of the twelve-tribe system’s static 

depiction of Israel as a particular list of a single father’s sons.350  

                                                 
349 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 72. 
350 The scope of the present project does not allow for a more comprehensive treatment of 
genealogies in every region of the ancient Near East.  In the future, I hope to expand this section of 
the work so as to include analysis of genealogical material related to the Arameans, Chaldeans, 
Kassites, and named peoples encountered by Egypt. 
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Mesopotamian Genealogies 

 Regarding genealogies from Mesopotamia, three texts have received the 

majority of scholarly attention, especially within Biblical Studies: “The Genealogy of 

the Hammurabi Dynasty” (GHD), “The Assyrian King List” (AKL), and FM III 4 

[M.12803].351  However, none of these texts is actually a genealogy, nor a narrative.352  

The GHD and FM III 4 [M.12803] cite group eponyms as part of a kispum-ritual, and 

the AKL is a king list.353  Moreover, these texts do not specify the familial relationship 

between the names that they cite, an important point to which I will return later in 

this chapter.  Additionally, even if the names that these texts cite correspond to 

known population groups in 2nd millennium Mesopotamia, all three are linear in 

form.  Without the segmentary structure that defines Gen 29:31-30:24 and 35:16-20, 

they are incapable of representing “brotherhood.”  This is not coincidental.  The 

GHD, AKL, and FM III 4 [M.12803] all originate in monarchic contexts, and their use of 

eponyms is focused on the relationship between solitary rulers of the past and 

present.  Consequently, there is no room in these texts for the depiction of parity 

                                                 
351 For example, see: Moshé Anbar, Les tribus amorrites de Mari OBO 108; ed. Othmar Keel; Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1991), 77-90; Astour, “Benê-iamina et Jéricho,” 11; Charpin and Durand, 
“Fils de Sim’al,” 170; Mark Chavalas, “Genealogical History as ‘Charter,’ A Study of Old Babylonian 
Period Historiography and the Old Testament,” in Faith, Tradition, and History: Old Testament 
Historiography in Its Near Eastern Context (eds. A. R. Millard, James K. Hoffmeier, and David W. Baker; 
Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1994), 114-123; J. J. Finkelstein, “The Genealogy of the Hammurapi 
Dynasty,” JCS 20/3-4 (1966): 95-118; Halpern, The Emergence of Israel in Canaan, 148-149; W. G. Lambert, 
“Another Look at Hammurabi’s Ancestors,” JCS 22/1 (1968): 1-2; Abraham Malamat, “King Lists of the 
Old Babylonian Period and Biblical Genealogies,” JAOS 88/1 (1968): 163-173; Sparks, Ethnicity and 
Identity in Ancient Israel, 44-51; Wilson, Genealogy and History in the Biblical World, 86-114.  
352 Wilson, Genealogy and History in the Biblical World, 57. 
353 For more on the kispum-ritual at Mari, see: Jean-Marie Durand and Michaël Guichard, “Les rituels 
de Mari,” FM III: 63-70. 
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status between multiple individuals or collectives.  Despite these issues, these works’ 

reference to the eponyms of known population groups remains significant for 

understanding conceptions of inter-group relationships.  As a result, I will address 

their use in scholarly interpretations of 2nd millennium tribal connections later in 

the present chapter. 

 Outside of the GHD, AKL, and FM III 4 [M.12803], evidence for the use of 

schematic genealogies to mark individual identities, specifying a person’s father as 

well as an ancestor or family name, appear in documents from the Kassite period 

and later in Mesopotamia.354  Nielson has devoted a detailed study to this 

phenomenon.  His work reveals that elite classes in the Neo-Babylonian period (ca. 

747-626 BCE) used three-tier genealogies to identify a person’s paternal and 

ancestral affiliation.355   The personal genealogies’ ability to reflect kin group 

identity distinguished an individual from other such groups, and could therefore 

mark a person’s relative status.  Moreover, regardless of its veracity, the use of 

three-tier genealogies asserted the shared descent of a kin group’s members.356   

 Yet, occupational titles served as the names for Babylonian kin groups in a 

large number of cases, indicating the collective’s associative, rather than filial, 

                                                 
354 Lambert’s article “Ancestors, Authors, and Canonicity” is foundational in the study of this 
phenomenon.  In the article, the author notes that the use of ancestral names began in the Kassite 
period.  After a period of experimentation, a consistent formula appeared with the rise of the Late 
Babylonian empire: “X son of (māršu ša) Y, son of (mār) Z.”  The subtle grammatical distinction of this 
formula differentiated the individual’s father in the first instance from the ancestor’s name in the 
second.  W. G. Lambert, “Ancestors, Authors, and Canonicity,” JCS 11/1 (1957): 1.  I have restricted my 
discussion of this phenomenon to the Neo-Babylonian period.  
355 John P. Nielson, Sons and Descendants: A Social History of Kin Groups and Family Names in the Early Neo-
Babylonian Period, 747-626 BC (Culture and History of the Ancient Near East 43; ed. Thomas Schneider; 
Leiden: Brill, 2011), 221-223. 
356Nielson, Sons and Descendants, 263, 271. 
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origins.357  Furthermore, texts do not represent (whether schematically or 

narratively) the specific familial inter-relationships of the post-Kassite Babylonian 

kin groups’ eponymous ancestors.  Thus, they provide no information on the nature 

and meaning of inter-group “brotherhood” in the ancient Near East. 

 

Arab Genealogies 

 Expanding the temporal scope of this inquiry to include Late Antiquity and 

the early Middle Ages, it is necessary to note the extensive evidence for the use of 

genealogies from the Arabian Peninsula, particularly from classical Arabic sources 

produced after the advent of Islam in the 7th century CE.  The Arab genealogists of 

this period represented all the various named groups of the region as “patriarchal 

tribes, formed, by subdivision or an original stock, on the system of kinship through 

male descents.”358  Upon first glance, these texts seem quite similar to the biblical 

genealogies, and thus might serve as illuminating comparative evidence for 

understanding inter-group “brotherhood” in the ancient Near East.  However, such 

use of this material actually succumbs to circular logic, due to the Bible’s influence 

on their composition.  As Wilson writes, the Islamic era genealogies “included the 

various tribal genealogies available at the time and then drew additional 

information from the known geographical locations of the tribes and from literary 

                                                 
357 Although, it is necessary to admit that inter-marriage between close colleagues’ families and a 
son’s apprenticeship within his father’s own trade undoubtedly played important roles in such 
groups’ formations. Nielson, Sons and Descendants, 273. 
358 W. Robertson Smith, Kinship and Marriage in Early Arabia (ed. Stanley A. Cook; London: Adam and 
Charles Black, 1903), 3. 
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sources, including old epic poems and the Bible.”359  In fact, the entire purpose of 

this scholarly enterprise was to create an overarching system that encompassed 

numerous Arabian peoples as the spread of Islam provided them a shared, single 

religio-political identity.360 

 In contrast, evidence for pre-Islamic South Arabian genealogies are 

overwhelmingly linear in form, and appear to function primarily as proper names.361  

Indeed, most extend for no more than three generations, making them similar to the 

Mesopotamian genealogies from the Neo-Babylonian period I previously mentioned.  

This is striking, considering that the population of pre-Islamic Arabia was divided 

into a number of independent tribes, with some groups united into small 

kingdoms.362  Thus, as Wilson argues, it is reasonable to suppose that these peoples 

did use segmented genealogies to organize and validate inter-group political 

relationships, but that their necessary fluidity required them to remain oral in 

character.363  As a result, “only those genealogies that were relatively stable were 

recorded, [making] the majority of the pre-Islamic genealogies [those] of individuals 

rather than of lineages or tribes.”364   

 

Greek Genealogies 

                                                 
359 Wilson, Genealogy and History, 131. 
360 Ibid., 131. 
361 Ibid., 130.   
362 For more on pre-Islamic Arabian tribes and social organization, see: Wener Caskel, Ǧamharat an-
nasab: Das genealogische Werk des Hišam ibn Muḥammad al-Kalbī (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1966), 1:23-24; ibid, 
“Der arabische Stamm vor dem Islam und seine gesellschaftliche un juristische Organisation,” in Atti 
del convegno internazionale sul tema: Dalla tribù allo stato (Rome: Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, 1962), 
139-149. 
363 Wilson, Genealogy and History, 131. 
364 Ibid., 131. 
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In order to locate a text that offers a compelling comparison for Genesis’ 

detailed and specific description of Israel’s genealogical origins, it is necessary to 

enlarge the geographical horizon of the present discussion to include ancient 

Greece.  The Greek peoples’ interest in genealogy resulted in a number of poetic 

works, but the pseudo-Hesiodic composition Catalogue of Women (Γυναικῶv 

Κατάλογος) “surpassed others in comprehensiveness and…in influence.”365  

Composed in the 6th century BCE, more than a hundred years after the death of 

Hesiod, the Catalogue includes a “Hellenic genealogy” that establishes the degree of 

relatedness between certain Greek peoples.  For instance, one fragment from the 

Catalogue states that “from Hellen, the war-loving king, were born Dorus and Xuthus, 

and Aeolus who delighted in the battle-chariot” (Ἓλληνος δ’ ἐγένοντο 

φιλοπτολέμου βασιλῆος Δῶρός τε καὶ Aἴολος ἱππιοχάρμης).366  An additional 

fragment from Oxyrhynkhos contributes two more passages of interest.  The first 

declares that “the might of Aegimius, spear-famed king, begot in his halls Dyman 

and Pamphylus…” (Αἰγιμιοῦ δὲ βίη δουρικλειτοῦ βασ]ιλῆος γείνατ ἐνὶ μεγάροισι 

Δυμᾶνά τε] Πάμφυλόν…).367  The second states that “Xuthus made Creusa, who had 

lovely form, the beautiful-cheeked daughter of godly Erechthus, by the will of the 

immortals his dear wife, and she bore him Achaeus and Ion of the famous horses, 

                                                 
365 West, The Hesiodic Catalogue of Women, 3.  Other genealogical poets are Asius of Samos, Cinaethon of 
Lacedaemon, Chersias of Orchomenos, and Hegesinous.  Additional genealogical poems remain 
anonymous, such as the Phoronis, Naupaktika, and Korinthiaka.  A considerable proportion of early 
Greek prose was also devoted to the legendary past, and thus highly concerned with genealogy.  
Important works of this type include Acusilaus of Argos’ Genealogiai, the ten books of histories by 
Pherecydes of Athens, Hecataeus’ Historiai, and the works of Damastes of Sigeum.  For more on these 
works, see: West, The Hesiodic Catalogue of Women, 4-8.   
366 Hesiod, Catalogue of Women 9.1-2 (Most, LCL). 
367 Ibid., 10.6-7.  
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commingling in love, and fair-formed Diomede” (Ξοῦ]θος δὲ Κ[ρείουσαν ἐπή]ρατον 

εἶδος ἔχ[ουσαν κούρ]ην καλλ[ιπάρηον Ἐρε]χθῆος θείοιο ἀθανά]των ἰ[ότητι φίλην 

ποι]ήσατ’ ἄk[οι]τιν, ἥ οἱ Ἀ]χαιὸν ἐγ[είνατ’ Ἰάονά τε κλυ]τόπωλ[ο]ν μιχθ]εῖσ’ ἐν 

[φιλότητι καὶ εὐε]ιδέα Διομήδην).368   

The eponyms Hellen, Dorus, Aeolus, Ion, and Achaeus relate directly to 

known named peoples attested from the Archaic (750-490 BCE) and Classical (490-

323 BCE) periods of Greek history.369  In addition, the names Dyman and Pamphylus 

correspond to the Dorian φυλαί (phylai, commonly translated as “tribes”) of the 

Pamphyloi and Dymanes.370  The implications of the Catalogues representation of 

these groups’ eponymous ancestors’ genealogical relationships are clear. 

By depicting Doros and Aiolos, or Akhaios and Ion, as brothers, the Hellenic 
genealogy projects the idea that Dorians are more related to Aiolians than they 
are to Akhaians, while the Akhaians share a closer affinity with Ionians than 
they do with Aiolians.  At the same time, by having Doros and Aiolos as sons, but 
Akhaios and Ion as grandsons, of Hellen, the genealogy is implicitly stating that 

Dorians and Aiolians possess a higher status by being somehow more Hellenic.371 
 

Thus, the Catalogue’s explicit structuring of inter-group relations according to a 

single genealogical grid, coupled with (albeit brief) narrative embellishment, makes 

it the closest parallel to the genealogical material of Genesis from the ancient 

eastern Mediterranean.372 

                                                 
368 Ibid, 10.20-24.  
369 Sarah B. Pomeroy et al., Ancient Greece: A Political, Social, and Cultural History (New York: Oxford 
University, 1999), 82. 
370 Jonathan M. Hall, Ethnic Identity in Greek Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1997), 43. 
371 Hall, Ethnic Identity in Greek Antiquity, 43. 
372 Despite the text’s origin outside the Near East, Classicists and Biblical scholars have both 
recognized the similarity of the Catalogue and portions of Genesis.  For example, see: Sparks, Ethnicity 
and Identity in Ancient Israel, 51-57; West, The Hesiodic Catalogue of Women, 13-15. 
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 Nevertheless, in spite of the Catalogue’s description of the eponymous 

ancestors Dorus and Aeolus or Achaeus and Ion as brothers, its interest in the heroic 

period of the legendary past results in its disengagement from representations of 

the eponymic groups themselves and their inter-relationship as “brothers” (ἀδελφοί 

).373  Furthermore, it should be noted that the Catalogue was likely composed in 

Athens no earlier than the 6th century, and that it systematizes a host of originally 

disparate genealogical material in order define a “Hellenic” ethnic identity from a 

decidedly Athenian perspective.374  For example, the composition labels the 

Aitolians’ eponymous ancestor as a descendant of Endymion, not Hellen, despite the 

ancient sources’ general consensus that this group considered itself quite “Greek.”375   

 Despite the text’s late date and particular perspective, Hall argues that the 

oldest traditions in the Catalogue bear witness to an originally aggregative sense of 

Greek ethnicity that privileged peer group interaction, rather than opposition.376  

However, this argument succumbs to the fallacy of equating genealogy and 

ethnicity.  Although the genealogical material of the Catalogue uses the symbol of 

kinship to represent inter-group relations, ethnographic evidence demonstrates 

that this does not necessitate that these peoples asserted a higher-order, enduring 

identity.  Rather, references to the familial relationship between the groups’ 

eponymous ancestors more likely validated contemporary social and political 

                                                 
373 Thus, as West writes: “The genealogical poets, so far as we know, limited themselves to the 
mythical age and did not make explicit connexions between the past and the present.”  West, The 
Hesiodic Catalogue of Women, 9.  However, this did not mean that the text had no connection to the 
relations of social modalities such as cities and so-called “tribes.”  
374 Hall, Ethnic Identity in Greek Antiquity, 55. 
375 Ibid., 49. 
376 Ibid., 47-65. 
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relationships.  In contrast, the compiler of the Catalogue has reused these existing 

genealogical traditions to define a new identity relevant to his own socio-political 

context.  As a result, it seems that the “Hellenic genealogy” of the Catalogue only 

reflects ethnic sentiments in its latest form.  Thus, despite structurally and 

functionally resembling the Genesis genealogies, this text does not shed light on a 

conception of inter-group “brotherhood” that pre-dated the introduction of the 

twelve-tribe system.377  However, it does yield striking proof of the ways ancient 

scribes could reuse and systematize existing genealogical traditions to validate 

developing ideologies of group identities, which may have significant implications 

for an understanding of the processes of biblical composition. 

 This overview of textual evidence for the use of genealogies has 

demonstrated the uniqueness of Gen 29-50 and the twelve-tribe system within 

ancient Near Eastern literature.  In many ways, this silence is unsurprising.  As I 

already mentioned, ethnographic research has shown that functioning genealogies 

are almost universally oral in character, thereby allowing them to accurately reflect 

and validate an ever-changing network of inter-group social and political 

relationships.  In addition, although the Pseudo-Hesiodic Catalogue of Women (and 

Greek genealogical poetry in general) presents scholars with an intriguing textual 

tradition for comparison with the genealogies of Genesis and the twelve-tribe 

system, it only reflects a conception of a “Hellenic” identity in its received 6th 

century Athenian form.  The lack of additional reference to genealogies comparable 

                                                 
377 Spark’s argues that the notion of ethnic identity founded on shared genealogy may have been 
imported to the Levant from the Aegean by the 8th century BCE, or that it originated amongst the 
Phoenicians. Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel, 321-322. 
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to the Hebrew Bible is also understandable in light of the largely urban context of 

ancient Near Eastern scribal production.  Compositions originating in this setting 

betray little concern for interactions between population groups, instead focusing 

on relationships between individuals.  In contrast to the corpora cited above, the 

Mari archives offer a window into the dynamic world of ancient Near Eastern tribal 

politics that bears explicit reference to a conception of inter-group “brotherhood.”   

 

The Mari Tribes as “Brothers” 

As I discussed in the dissertation’s introduction, numerous Mari texts cite a 

person or group’s affiliation to a named people that does not belong to the ālum- 

mātum structure that defines the political landscape most well-known from the 

period.  Due to their reliance on the symbols of kinship and territoriality to 

delineate the boundaries of the group’s identity, I have chosen to define these 

named populations as “tribal.”378  At present, I have identified four letters from Mari 

that record use of aḫum to indicate an inter-group relationship between some of the 

most visible of these named peoples within the archive: the Yaminites, Sim’alites, 

Numḫa, and Yamutbal.  In this section, I will first introduce the distinct political 

identities of these groups, and then present references to their “brotherhood.” 

 

The Yaminites, Sim’alites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal  

                                                 
378 For more on this subject, see the sections on “The Mari Archives” and “Tribalism” in the 
dissertation’s Introduction.   
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  The tribal world that the Mari archives describe has received considerable 

scholarly analysis.  Nevertheless, our understanding of these named peoples and 

their relationship to the kingdoms that populated the political landscape of the Old 

Babylonian period has changed dramatically since the early 20th century.  While 

Rowton and others saw a fundamental separation between “tribe” and “state” at 

Mari, Charpin and Durand’s discovery of Zimri-Lim’s Sim’alite identity has shown 

that such dichotomization does not reflect the historical reality.379  Moreover, the 

revelation that the term ḫanûm is not the name of a distinct tribal group has opened 

the archives to new analyses regarding tribal identities and politics.  Indeed, it is 

now clear that ḫanûm was a general term for mobile pastoralists, although Mariote 

scribes frequently used it intra-communally to refer to other Sim’alites: i.e. the Ḫana.  

The following description of the Yaminites, Sim’alites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal rests 

on this growing body of research, which present these groups as distinct peoples 

and polities. 

  First, although the seemingly co-referential character of the names 

“Yaminites” (dumu[-meš] ia-mi-na; “sons of the right[hand]/ “Southerners”) and 

“Sim’alites” (dumu[-meš] si-im-a-al; “sons of the left[hand]”/ “Northerners”) appears 

to denote a higher-order inter-tribal unity that encompassed these two peoples, this 

                                                 
379 Charpin and Durand, “Fils de Sim’al,” 141-183; Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During 
the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 126.  For past scholarship on the fundamental separation between “tribe” 
and “state,” see: John Tracy Luke, “Pastoralism and Politics in the Mari Period: A Re-examination of 
the Character and Political Significance of the Major West Semitic Tribal Groups on the Middle 
Euphrates, ca. 1828-1758 B.C.” (PhD diss., The University of Michigan, 1965), 243-279; Rowton, 
“Autonomy and Nomadism in Western Asia,” 247-258; ibid, “Dimorphic Structure and the Tribal 
Elite,” 219-257; ibid, “Enclosed Nomadism,” 1-30; ibid, “Urban Autonomy in a Nomadic Environment,” 
201-215.  
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titulature is not a matter of political domain or settlement.380  Rather, these names 

describe a division of pasture land.381  Within the Mari texts, the term nigḫum 

identifies this pasture, which Durand translates as “parcours coutumiers.”382  Text 

A.2730 clearly describes the geographical division of the Yaminites’ and Sim’alites’ 

traditional nigḫū: “…Just as the land of Yamḫad, the land of Qaṭna and the land of 

Amurrum are the nigḫum of the Yaminites, where they are satisfied with grain and 

they shepherd their flocks; so from days past has the nigḫum of the Ḫana  been Ida-

Maraṣ…”383   Considering that the scribes responsible for the Mari letters frequently 

used the term Ḫana to signify the Sim’alites, a fact I will discuss in greater detail 

                                                 
380 Interpretation of the pronunciation of the logogram dumu at Mari has generated considerable 
scholarly disagreement.  In his foundational study of the Mari tribes, Kupper refers to the dumu-meš 

ia-mi-na as “les Benjaminites,” implying an underlying West-Semitic pronunciation.  Jean-Robert 
Kupper, Les nomads en Mésopotamie au temps des rois de Mari (Bibliothèque de la Faculté de Philosophie 
et Lettres de l’Université de Liège 142; Paris: Societé d’Édition “Belles Lettres,” 1956), 47.  This 
linguistic choice highlights the etymological connection between the names of the Yaminites and the 
biblical Benjaminites.  However, multiple scholars, particularly within Biblical Studies, have 
challenged the reading of the logogram dumu as the West-Semitic binu.  For instance, Thompson has 
argued that the logogram should clearly be understood as the Akkadian māru: “…West Semitic loan 
words at Mari were never rendered by logograms.  Therefore, DUMU.MEŠ must be translated by the 
Akkadian māru, and that the name must have been māru-iamina.”  Thompson, The Historicity of the 
Patriarchal Narratives, 61. However, the continued publication of texts has brought to light examples of 
the name dumu-meš ia-mi-na written syllabically, in which the West-Semitic binu is clearly implied. 
Such is the case of ARM XXII/2 328 col. iii: 16 which identifies an individual by the name of Zākirum as 
a member of the bi-ni-ia-mi-na.  Nevertheless, it is uncertain whether or not a particular 
pronunciation is meant in different contexts, so I have chosen to leave the logogram dumu 
untranslated when discussing the names of the Yaminites and Sim’alites in Akkadian. 
381 Fleming, “Genesis in History and Tradition,”222.  Interestingly, this separation of pasture 
according to the “right” and the “left” is also found in the Bible.  In Gen 13:8-9, Abram tells his 
nephew Lot:  “…Let there be no conflict between me and you, and between my shepherds and your 
shepherds, for we are kinsmen.  Is not the entire land before you?  Now separate from me; if you go to 
the left (השמאל, ha-ssĕmō’l), then I will go to the right (ואימנה, wĕ-ʼêmin), and if you go to the right (הימין, 
ha-yyāmîn), then I will go to the left (ואשמאילה, wĕ-ʼsmĕʼîlâ).”  
382 Jean-Marie Durand, “Peuplement et sociétés à l’époque amorrite: (I) Les clans bensim’alites” in 
Nomades et sédentaires dans le Proche-Orient ancient: Compte rendu de la XLVIe Rencontre Assyriologique 
Internationale (Paris, 10-13 juillet 2000) (ed. Christophe Nicolle; Amurru 3; Paris: Éditions Recherche sur la 
Civilisations, 2004), 118. 
383 33) ki-ma ma-at ia-am-ha-adki ma-at qa-ṭá-nimki 34) ù ma-at a-mu-ri-imki ni-ig-hu-um 35) ša dumu-meš 
ia-mi-na ù i-na ma-tim še-ti 36) dumu-meš ia-mi-na še-em i-ša-bi-i ù  na-wa-šu-nu i-re-i-em 37) ù iš-tu da-ar-
ka-tim ni-ig-hu-um 38) ša ḫa-nameš i-da-ma-ra-aş  (A.2730).  Durand, “Peuplement et societies,” 120. 
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later in this chapter, this text appears to describe the Yaminites’ herding sphere as a 

host of western polities while defining the Sim’alites’ pasturage as the area north of 

Mari through the Ḫabur River basin into the mātum of Ida-maraṣ.  

  Furthermore, despite their common identification as tribal confederacies, 

the Yaminites and Sim’alites are marked by strikingly different social and political 

structures.384  The name Yaminite encompassed five known li’mū, or “tribes”: the 

Yaḫrurû, Yarīḫû, Amnanû, Rabbû, and Uprapû.385  Importantly, the texts restrict use of 

li’mum as a designation of first-order tribal units to the Yaminites, never applying 

this term to Sim’alite groups.386  A šarrum (“king”) nominated by the tribal elders, 

was the leader of each li’mum.  Standing just below him in the authoritative 

hierarchy was the mer’ûm, or “chief of pasture.”387  This figure was considered both a 

leader of the sedentary Yaminite population, as well as the ḫibrum, the portion of the 

                                                 
384 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 57.  Some scholars have preferred to view the Yaminites and 
Sim’alites as individual “tribes,” composed of multiple “clans.”  Heimpel clearly regards the 
Yaminites and the Sim’alites as “tribes.”  He bases his opinion on a general principle, in which “two 
tiers are distinguished and the higher is labeled ‘tribe’ and the lower ‘clan.’” Heimpel, Letters to the 
King of Mari, 15.  However, Heimpel is forced to admit that this distinction is not always sufficient, 
requiring him to sometimes use the terms “sub-tribes” and “sub-clans.” Heimpel, Letters to the King of 
Mari, 15.  Streck also follows this practice, writing, “[d]ie drei bedeutendsten Stämme im Umland von 
Mari sind Yamīn, Śim’āl und Śūtû.”  Michael P. Streck, “Zwischen Weide, Dorf und Stadt: Sozio-
ökonomische Strukturen des amurritischen Nomadismus am Mittleren Euphrat” in Baghdader 
Mitteilungen (vol. 33; Mainz am Rhein: Philipp Von Zabern, 2002), 175.  However, like Heimpel, Streck 
is forced to distinguish between “großen Stämme” and “Unterstämme oder Clans.”  Streck, “Zwischen 
Weide, Dorf und Stadt,” 176.  In general, this literature has not linked usage of this terminology to the 
anthropological definitions traditionally given to them.  I discussed my use of the term “tribe” in the 
dissertation’s introduction.  As to “clan,” this grouping is distinguished within “Lineage Theory” as a 
population that maintains an ideology of common descent, but without a precise genealogy.  Holy, 
Anthropological Perspectives on Kinship, 75.  Daniel E. Fleming, “The Sim’alite Gayum and the Yaminite 
Li’mum in the Mari Archives,” in Amurru 3: 199. 
385 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 61.  Heimpel argues that the Mutebal were also a Yaminite 
li’mum, bringing the number of known such groups to six.  Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari, 15-17.  I 
will discuss his argument at greater length later in this chapter of the dissertation.  
386 Fleming, “The Sim’alite Gayum and the Yaminite Li’mum,” 200. 
387 Durand, “Peuplement et sociétés,” 160. 
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population that remained at pasture with the flocks.388  Overall, the Yaminite 

confederacy appears to have been a very loose association between five distinct 

peoples, with no unifying political authority.389  This independence is reflected in the 

ways that Yaminite individuals identified themselves tribally. 

In general, individuals would not call themselves ‘Yaminite’…, a category usually 
applied from outside, as by Zimri-Lim’s officials to the mass of Binu Yamina who 
occupied their own towns in the kingdom.  The Binu Yamina themselves would 
take the name of their own peoples, according to the five specific groups.  As far 
as the Mari texts allow us to see, the only occasion for unified action by the Binu 

Yamina peoples seems to have been war.390 
 

In other words, texts from Mari generally depict the Yaminite li’mū acting as distinct 

political agents, although at least one source portrays them acting together as a 

single collective to achieve military goals.391   

In contrast to Yaminite tribal structure, texts recovered from Mari designate 

the constituent units of the Sim’alite confederacy as gayū.392  Ration lists of Ḫana 

                                                 
388 Past scholars have understood the term ḫibrum as identifying a specific type of tribal unit.  
Malamat wrote in 1989 that “[t]he term is generally applicable to a group of nomadic or semi-
nomadic households whose common wanderings led to a closely bonded life.”  He related the term to 
the biblical Hebrew term ḥeḇer.  Malamat, Mari and the Early Israelite Experience, 39.   However, further 
publication has shown that the ḫibrum constituted that portion of the Yaminite population that 
remained at pasture with the group’s flocks.  For example, in one of the few Yaminite letters within 
the Mari archives, Yamṣi-Hadnu, Mašum, and Hammi-Esim write to the Yaḫrurian King Sumu-Dabi 
concerning a muster of troops against Zimri-Lim: 18) a-na a-ah-he-šu li-iš-pu-ur-ma 19) ṣa-bu-šu-nu ša a-
la-ni 20) ù ḫi-ib-rum ša na-wi-im lu pa-hi-i[r]; “May he write to his brothers so that their troops, those of 
the settlements and of the ḫibrum of the pasture, might gather” (ARM XXVI 168: 17-21).   
389 Durand, “Peuplement et sociétés,” 158.  
390 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 213. 
391 See: ARM XXVI 24:10-15.  
392 Fleming, “The Sim’alite Gayum and the Yaminite Li’mum,” 199-200.  Some scholars have pointed to 
text A. 2560 as positive evidence of the existence of Yaminite gayū.  The quoted passage is taken from 
a message sent by king Yasmaḫ-Addu of Mari, the son of Samsi-Addu.  This figure stood outside the 
Yaminite-Sim’alite tribal duality, and appears to be using gayum in a generalized sense for “tribal sub-
division,” despite the clear separate affiliation of li’mum and gayum to the Yaminites and Sim’alites 
respectively within the sources.  Yasmaḫ-Addu’s use of gayum in relation to both groups may be 
evidence of the king’s ignorance of the separate social structures of the two tribal confederacies, or 
conversely, it may indicate a conscious deconstruction of the boundary markers of identity erected 
by both groups.  The larger political context in which the text is situated suggests that the latter 
option is more probable.  Charpin and Ziegler place this letter within the context of unrest in the 
western frontiers of the kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia during the eponym year of Addu-Bani.  
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garrisons stationed at Mari and Ṣuprum, along with distribution and dispatch lists of 

Ḫana garrisons and supplementary troops have provided the names of twelve such 

units: the Yabasû, Yakallit, Amurru, K/Qâṣû, Nahân, Niḫad, Yumma-ḫammû, Ibâl-Aḫu, 

Ya’rû, Abî-nakar, Man-napsû, Kihibru-ila.393  Additionally, certain texts use the term 

gayum to identify two larger order collectives of Sim’alite Ḫana as a military force: 

Yabasâ and Ašarugāyum.394  This two-part structure is unique to the Sim’alites, with 

no comparison among the Yaminites.  

From the perspective of political leadership, a single dynastic line of kings 

governed the entire Sim’alite confederacy, unlike the Yaminites.  Previously 

discussed in my overview of Mari political history in the dissertation’s introduction, 

scholars sometimes refer to these kings as the “Lim Dynasty,” which included Yagid-

Lim, Yaḫdun-Lim (ca.1810-1794 BCE), Sumu-Yamam (ca.1793-1792 BCE), and Zimri-

Lim (1775-1762 BCE).395  Interestingly, textual sources indicate that by the reign of 

                                                 
Therefore, Yasmaḫ-Addu was seeking information concerning pastoralists, both Yaminite and 
Sim’alite, who belonged to those tribal sub-divisions that were conducting raids in the region.  
Therefore, the disloyal gayums of the Yaminites and the Sim’alites clearly formed one category from 
the perspective of Yasmaḫ-Addu:  enemies of the king. Charpin and Ziegler, Mari et le proche-orient à 
l’époque amorrite, 131. 
393 M. Birot, “Textes économiques de Mari (III),” RA 49 (1955): 15-18.  Durand, “Peuplement et 
sociétés,” 179.  Special significance should not be attributed Sim’alite confederacy’s inclusion of 
twelve gayums, in comparison to the twelve tribes of Israel.  Our evidence for the Sim’alite gayums is 
incomplete.  As Durand writes, “[p]eut-être d’autres viendront-ils s’ajouter à la liste.”  Durand, 
“Peuplement et sociétés,” 180. 
394 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 56. 
395 I have followed the dates provided for these rulers’ reigns in Charpin and Ziegler, Mari et le proche-
orient, 35, 47, 169. However, these dates should only be viewed as approximations, since the absolute 
chronology of this period remain a matter of debate.  For more on this matter, see: Dominique 
Charpin, “Histoire politique du proche-orient amorrite (2002-1595)” in Mesopotamien: Die 
altbabylonische Zeit (OBO 160/4; ed. Pascal Attinger, Walther Sallaberger, and Markus Wäfler; Fribourg: 
Academic, 2004), 38. Turning aside from chronological problems, it is also important to note that not 
all scholars accept the designation of Zimri-Lim’s royal line as the “Lim Dynasty.”  For instance, 
Charpin and Ziegler write, “On a parfois pris l’habitude de designer la dynastie à laquelle appartenait 
Zimri-Lim comme la «dynastie des Lim»: cette expression est malheureuse, puisque Lim (lîmum) n’est 
que le mot désignant la «tribu» qui entre comme deuxième composante dans les noms des trois 
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Yaḫdun-Lim, these kings ruled over gayū that no longer served a known political 

function, quite unlike the politically distinct Yaminite li’mū.  As Fleming writes, “in 

spite of the ubiquitous use of gayum tribal names to identify individual Sim’alites, 

even those who live in towns, I am not aware of any political leadership defined by 

the gayum, whether individual or collective.”396  Yet, Yaḫdun-Lim describes the 

inauguration of his rule over the Sim’alites in a foundation inscription from a temple 

to Šamaš, wherein he recounts a victory over “the Ḫana troops that all the fathers of 

the Ḫana had mustered.”397  This may be evidence that the Sim’alite gayū were once 

governed by their own leaders.  Whether or not this is the case, the Sim’alites 

remained collectively loyal to Yaḫdun-Lim and his successors until the conquest of 

Mari by king Hammurabi of Babylon in ca. 1761 BCE.398   

Another important political difference between the Yaminites and the 

Sim’alites requires mention.  From the reign of Yaḫdun-Lim, the Sim’alite kings used 

the city of Mari as the fortified administrative center of their mātum.  Yaḫdun-Lim 

and Zimri-Lim both used their royal titulature in inscriptions and seals as “the king 

of Mari and the land of the Ḫana” to indicate the urban center at the heart of their 

                                                 
principaux représentants de la dynastie, Yagid-Lim, Yahdun-Lim et Zimri-Lim.” Charpin and Ziegler, 
Mari et le proche-orient, 33.  
396 Fleming, “The Sim’alite Gayum and the Yaminite Li’mum,” 205. 
397 25) … um-ma-at ḫa-na ša a-bu-ú ḫa-na ka-lu-šu-nu i-pu-šu-šu… George Dossin, “L’inscription de 
foundation de Iaḫdun-Lim, roi de Mari,” Syria 32 (1955): 15.   
398 Hammurabi’s conquest of Mari appears to have taken two stages.  The name of Hammurabi’s 33rd 
year of rule cites the conquest of Mari, suggesting its capture in the previous year.  However, his 35th 
year states that An and Enlil ordered him to destroy the “fortification(s)” (BÀD) of Mari and Malgium.  
Thus, it appears that 18 months separated the capture of Mari from its destruction.  In addition, 
Archaeological excavations of Mari’s palace has revealed a significant destruction layer, which likely 
correlates to this period.  Charpin and Ziegler, Mari et le proche-orient, 242-245.  
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mātum, as well as their primary subject population.399  The Yaminites are never tied 

to a single administrative center in the Mari archives.  Thus, in spite of the apparent 

complementarity of their names, a host of socio-structural and political factors 

differentiated the Yaminites and Sim’alites as distinct political bodies and peoples.   

  Furthermore, it must be noted that following the reestablishment of Sim’alite 

rule at Mari under Zimri-Lim, the Yaminites held a vassal-like status that 

incorporated them into the authoritative structure of the Aḫ Purattim.  The clearest 

indicator of their subservient position in this system is the Sim’alite attempt to 

govern the Yaminites through the administration of individual settled towns, in 

contrast to the Sim’alite Ḫana’s management by mobile sugāgu-leaders and the two 

“chiefs-of-pasture” (merʽû).400  Above all, the town-based sugāgu-leaders associated 

with the Yaminites in the Aḫ Purattim were required to provide troops for the king 

upon his request:  “When the occasion arose, this requirement would be undertaken 

under the strict oversight of the kingdom, by census with accompanying oath…”401  

Zimri-Lim’s mātum proper, the Sim’alite Ḫana, were free from such conscriptions, 

although “loyalty and service were expected based on personal ties…”402  As I will 

show later in this chapter, there is evidence that Yaminite groups, similar to other 

named peoples, could alter their political relationship to the Sim’alite tribal state 

                                                 
399 Dossin, “L’inscription de foundation de Iaḫdun-Lim,” 12.  Charpin and Durand, “La prise du pouvoir 
par Zimri-Lim,” 337.  From Mari, Zimri-Lim also ruled over a region named the Aḫ Purattim, or “Bank 
of the Euphrates.”  This region was divided into four districts: Mari, Terqa, Saggaratum, and 
Qaṭṭunan.  Yet, despite its geographic proximity to the city of Mari, the Aḫ Purattim was “relegated to 
something more like vassal status.”  Fleming, “Kingship of City and Tribe Conjoined,” 235. 
400 Fleming, “Kingship of City and Tribe Conjoined,” 234. 
401 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 73.  For example, see: ARM XIV 64:4-9.  For more on censuses 
of the Yaminites, see: Durand, LAPO 17, 334-35. 
402 Fleming, “Kingship of City and Tribe Conjoined,” 234. 
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through submission to a ḫipšum-alliance.  This rite drew on the symbolic capital of 

kinship to create a treaty between outside groups and the Sim’alites.  For the Numḫa 

and Yamutbal, this likely involved the expectation of military support and good 

relations that encompassed the tribal groups as a whole.  Because of the Yaminites’ 

particular position within the Sim’alite sphere of power, the ḫipšum may have 

allowed them to forego mandatory conscription in the army for voluntary 

mobilization as a military force.  However, the Yaminite confederacy’s character as 

an association of peer groups with their own political leaders means that this rite 

never linked all Yaminites and Sim’alites. 

Similar structural and political differences separated the Numḫa and 

Yamutbal from the Yaminites and Sim’alites, as well as each other.  Both groups 

were concentrated to the north of Mari around Jebel Sindjar, but spread into 

surrounding regions.403  Concerning Numḫa and Yamutbal settlement and pasturage, 

Heimpel writes the following. 

At the time of Zimri-Lim, the Numha of Jebel Sinjar constituted the population 
of the kingdom of Kurda; the Numha in the area of Jebel Ishkaft, the uppermost 
drainage of Wadi Tharthar, and probably northern Jebel Ibrahim constituted the 
population of the kingdom of Karana.  The population of Ekallatum seems to 
have been Numha also.  The Yamutbal lived in the narrow belt of marginal dry 
farming between the ridges of the Hilly Arc and the steppes to its south.  Their 
most important city in the time of Zimri-Lim, Andarig, lay a mere 12 miles south 
of the city of Kurda, if indeed it is found in the ruins of Tell Khoshi…The 
geographical configuration suggests an “island” territory of Yamutbal bordered 
by Numha in the north (Qaṭṭara) and east (Ekallatum) and Akkadian Assyrians 

(Aššur) in the south.404 
 

Therefore, like the Yaminites and Sim’alites, the Numḫa and Yamutbal lived in close 

proximity to one another, while their populations transcended the boundaries of 

                                                 
403 Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari, 17. 
404 Ibid., 17-18. 
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different mātū.  In particular, the Numḫa were spread between the kingdoms of 

Karana and Kurda, while evidence for the Yamutbal is concentrated in two separate 

regions.  Texts describe the Yamutbal proper as residing in and around the cities of 

Andarig and Razama in the area of Jebel Sindjar, whereas the similarly named 

“Emutbal” are attested as a named people living in the southern Mesopotamian 

kingdom of Larsa.405  While references to these peoples may indicate the pastoral 

range of the Yamutbal, a specific discussion of the Larsa-centered Emutbal does not 

concern the present study.406 

Additional textual evidence shows that mobile pastoralists were a significant 

component of the Numḫa and Yamutbal populations as well, similar to the 

Yaminites and Sim’alites.  For instance text A.1098 attests to portions of both groups 

at pasture in the nawûm, or “steppe.”407    

And i[f] the Ḫana have pressed you to appoint another mer‘[û]m, saying “[Sinc]e 
Bannum, our mer‘ûm, indeed now dwells in the Aḫ Purattim, we will appoint 
another [mer]‘ûm,” yo[u] must answer them [in th]is way: “previously, he (i.e. 
Bannum) dwelt in the steppe, and established the positions of the Sim’alite, the 
Numḫa and Yamutbal.  Then he went away to the Aḫ Purattim where he opened 
fortresses and firmly established your position in the Aḫ Purattim.  Now, because 
I have come here, I have left that man in the Aḫ Purattim in order to hold the 
fortified towns.  Now, upon my return, I will send you your mer‘ûm.” Answer 

them with this.408 

                                                 
405 Piotr Steinkeller, “A History of Mashkan-shapir and its Role in the Kingdom of Larsa,” in The 
Anatomy of a Mesopotamian City: Survey and Soundings at Mashkan-shapir by Elizabeth C. Stone and Paul 
Zimansky (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2004), 41. 
406 Porter questions the origins of these groups and their inter-relationship in her study of mobile 
pastoralism and Near Eastern civilization.  She writes, “since northern Yamutbal and southern 
Emutbal were concurrent, active political entities, it would seem that the Yamutbal originated in one 
of these two places and then went to the other, leaving some members behind.  Or perhaps they were 
two parts of the same entity, two ends of a territorial range.”  Anne Porter, Mobile Pastoralism and the 
Formation of Near Eastern Civilization: Weaving Together Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2011), 
318. 
407 Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority,” 83. 
408 6’) ù šum-[ma lú]-ḫa-na a-na me-er-ḫi-[i]m ša-ni-im-ma ša-ka-nim 7’) ik-ta-ab-ta-ku-um um-ma-m[i iš-
t]u-ma ba-an-nu-um me-er-ḫu-ni 8’) i-na a-aḫ pu-ra-at-tim wa-ši-ib [me-er]-ḫe-em ša-né-em-ma ni-ša-ka-an 
9’) at-t[a k]e-em a-pu-ul-šu-nu-ti um-ma at-ta-ma pa-na-nu-um i-na na-wi-im ú-ši-ib-ma 10’) iš-di [dum]u si-
im-a-al nu-um-ḫa ia-mu-ut-ba-alki ša-ki-in-ma 11’) a-na a-aḫ pu-ra-at-tim it-ta-al-kam-ma 12’) da-[an]-na-
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This message reveals that, like the Sim’alites and Yaminites, the Numḫa and 

Yamutbal populations included people that dwelt away from their major urban 

centers in the “steppe” (nawûm).409  While the Mari texts do not provide us with a 

specific description of the nigḫum of these Numḫa and Yamutbal pastoralists, their 

presence throughout neighboring regions likely indicates its scope.410   

Yet, despite their similarity to the Yaminites and Sim’alites as tribal groups 

with significant mobile pastoralist contingents, the Numḫa and Yamutbal 

constituted independent political bodies.  Just as Yaḫdun-Lim and Zimri-Lim 

identified their own Sim’alite subjects tribally as the “land of the Ḫana” (māt ḫa-na), 

the kings of Kurda and Andarig ruled over a “land of the Numḫa” (māt Numḫâ) and a 

“land of the Yamutbal” (māt Yamutbāl).411  Furthermore, their kings maintained 

independent alliances with Zimri-Lim, albeit unsteadily.412  In contrast, the Numḫa 

and Yamutbal were in a near constant state of military and political hostility with 

one another.413 

TABLE 3.1.  The Mari Tribes and their 
Subdivisions 

  

Tribal 
Group 

Terminology for 
Subdivisions 

Named 
Military 
Subdivisions 

Named Social 
or Political 
Subdivisions 

Associated Kingdoms 
and/or Urban 
Administrative Centers 

       

Yaminites li'mum  Yaḫrurû  

                                                 
timki ú-še-ep-ti-ma iš-di-ku-nu i-na a-aḫ pu-ra-at-tim ú-ki-in 13’) i-na-an-na aš-šum a-na-ku an-ni-i[š] al-li-ka-
am 14’) lú ša-a-ti i-na a-aḫ pu-ra-at-tim a-na da-an-na-ti[m] ku-ul-lim ú-zi-ba-aš-šu 15’) i-na-an-na ki-ma ka-
ša-di-ia me-er-ḫi-ku-nu a-ṭà-ra-da-ku-nu-ši-im an-ni-tam a-pu-ul-šu-nu-ti (A.1098: 6’-15’). Fleming, 
Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 264 no. 205. 
409 Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority,” 83. 
410 Ibid., 83. 
411 9’) ma-a-at nu-ma-ḫi-imki (ARM XXVI/2 358); 7) ma-at ia-mu-ut-ba-lim (ARM XXVI/2 383). 
412 In particular, the relationship between the lands of Kurda and Mari was stressed and fragile by the 
end of Zimri-Lim’s fifth year of rule.  Charpin and Ziegler, Mari et le proche-orient, 207-208. 
413 Durand, “Peuplement et sociétés,” 134-135. 
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    Yarīḫû   

    Amnanû   

    Rabbû   

    Uprapû   

    [Mutêbal?]   

       

Sim'alites gayum Yabasâ  Yabasû Mari 

   Ašarugāyum Yakallit   

    Amurru   

    K/Qâṣû   

    Nahân   

    Niḫad   

    Yumma-
ḫammû 

  

    Ibâl-Aḫu   

    Ya’rû   

    Abî-nakar   

    Man-napsû   

    Kihibru-ila   
       
Numḫa Unknown  Unknown Kurda 

     Karana 

       

Yamutbal Unknown  Unknown Andarig 

        Razama 

 

The Inter-Group Aḫum Texts 

 As mentioned above, I have identified four letters from the Mari archives 

that record use of aḫum to indicate an inter-group relationship between the 

Yaminites, Sim’alites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal.  The term’s function in these letters 

distinguishes it from its use in intra-group discourse, where the word denotes 

individuals who belong to the same named people.414  Within these epistles, aḫum 

                                                 
414 The intra-group use of aḫum appears in ARM I 6, 91+M.5461, 134, ARM IV 1, ARM V 73, ARM XIV 89, 
ARM XXVI/2 481, ARM XXVII 133, A.1191, and A.2218.  Careful consideration of these texts highlights 
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may refer to the individual members of the separate tribal groups or their 

embodiment as singular entities.  On analogy with my treatment of the biblical texts 

at the core of the present dissertation, I will refer to these documents as the Inter-

Group Aḫum Texts.415  TABLE 3.1 presents their relevant passages.  

TABLE 3.2. The Inter-Group Aḫum Texts416 

ARM XXVII 68 17)…iš-tu šu-ut ia-aṣ-ṣí-ib-dda-[gan] 18) i-tu-qú 1 lú sag-ìr [š]a é-ká[l]-lim 19) i-na qa-
aṭ-ṭú-na-anki i[ḫ-li-i]q-ma 20) lú-meš né-eḫ-ra-<ra>-am wa-ar-ki 21) sag-ìr ša-a-tu 
aṭ-r[u-ud-ma] 22) lú-meš né-eḫ-ra-am ša sa[g-ìr ša-a-tu] 23) i-sa-aḫ-ḫu-ru ù 10 [ 24) 
i-la-ku bi?-ri-i[t? 25) ù za-tu-pa-na-[a]z? 20 lú-me[š k]i-i[r-ru-um] 26) ša nu-um-ḫa-
[y]iki iš-ḫi-ṭú-šu-nu-ti 27) a-na ka-a[k]-ki it-ti lú-nu-um-ḫa-yi[ki] 28) e-pé-š[i]-im lú-
meš nu-ut-tu-un pa-nam iš-ku-nu-ma 29) lú-meš nu-um{-PI}-ḫa-yu ip-ṭú-ru um-ma-
a-mi 30) aḫ-ḫ[u]-ni mi-nam ti-ša-an-ni-ši-im lú-meš na-ak-ri-ni 31) [ia-m]u-ut-ba-li-
iki ni-sa-aḫ-ḫu-ur 
 

  …After those of Yaṣṣib-Da[gan] passed by, one man, a slave [o]f the pa[l]ace 
e[scape]d from Qaṭṭunan.  I dis[patched] auxiliary troops after that slave, but 
the auxiliary troops who were searching for [that slav]e – who went 10 {in 
number?} – 20 men, a [b]a[nd] of Numḫ[i]ans, attacked them between [?] and 

Zatupan[a]z.  Our own men decid[ed] to [f]ight with the Numḫians417, but the 
Numḫians disengaged, saying “Our brother[s], what do you have against us? 

We are searching418 for our enemies, the [Yam]utbalians.” 

                                                 
a notable differentiation in the term’s use by the Yaminites and Sim’alites.  This difference bears a 
striking connection to these groups’ separate socio-political structures, and suggests divergent 
conceptions of their collective identities.  More generally, this analysis reveals the important 
connection between kinship and politics among the tribes of Mari, and the independent contours of 
these elements within both groups.  I hope to elaborate on these observations in a future paper and 
article. 
415 While it is common within Biblical Studies to refer to portions of a larger composition as a text, 
especially if this passage may have an independent compositional origin from its current literary 
setting, this is not the case in Assyriology.  Therefore, it is necessary to emphasize that my use of the 
title Inter-Group Aḫum Texts refers to the entire letter, although I may only cite portions of that 
document in my study. 
416 All English translations of Akkadian passages are my own unless otherwise noted. 
417 In the Old Babylonian period, the genitival construction lú + GN was a common locution for the 
ruler of a particular city or kingdom, such as lú-èš-nun-naki (i.e. “The king of Ešnunna”).  For example, 
see: ARM II 43:5; ARM XXVII 135:27-33 (as designation for the kings involved in a treaty); TCL 17 64:5, 
49:5; etc…  However, “the king of the Numḫians” (lú nu-um-ḫa-yiki) is an otherwise unattested office.  
Rather, the royal authority connected to the Numḫa is consistently linked to the site of Kurda, and 
not solely the people.  In addition, Fleming has noted that Mari scribes frequently used the logogram 
lú and lú-meš adjectively, often omitting the pluralizing sign meš.  Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient 
Ancestors, 183.  Thus, the most likely interpretation is that the phrase lú nu-um-ḫa-yi[ki] in ARM XXVII 
68:27 is not a reference to a king, but rather an imprecise reference to the band of 20 Numḫians that 
appear in lines 25-26.   
418 The verb saḫārum most often means “to turn back, return.”  However, it can also carry the sense of 
turning, so as to find someone or something, i.e. “to look for,” or “seek.”  CAD s.v. saḫārum.  This 
meaning is most well attested in the OA and OB periods, including at Mari.  For example, see: TCL 
XVII 91:11, TCL XX 87:12, A.3524: 14, A.3532: 37, ARM VI 36: 3’, ARM X 31: 6’, etc… 
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FM II 116 11)… Itu-rum-na-ak-te {ša? na x? e[( )]} 12) ù lú-meš wa-aš-bu-ut {x} šu-ba-at-den-lílki 
13) a-na be-lí-ku-n[u k]a<-ia>-an-tam a-na pé- te9-e a-lìm šu-ba-at-den-líl 14) iš-ta-na-
pa-r[u-ni]m um-ma-mi al-kam-ma a-lam ša-tu ṣa-ba-at-ma 15) kù-babbar-šu kù-gi-
šu ù ša-al-la-sú le-qé i-na-an-na ki-ma 16) na-ak-ma-at dutu-ši-dim i-na li-ib-bi a-lim 
ša-tu i-ba-aš-še20-e 17) at-tu-nu-ma ti-de-e it-ti aḫ-ḫi-ku-nu dumu si-im-a-al 18) wa-
ar-ki be-lí-ku-nu kaskal-a an-né-e-em al-kam-ma 19) ša sag-ìr la i-šu-ú sag-ìr li-it-ra-
šum 20) š[a] gemé la i-šu-ú gemé li-it-ra-šum ša anše a-ga-lam la i-šu-ú 21) anše li-
it-ra-šum [a]t-tu-nu ša-al-la-tam a-ku-la (sic!) 22) ù be-el-ku-nu šum da-mì-iq-tim šu-
uk-na  
 

  …“Turum-nakte and the inhabitants of Šubat-Enlil have [c]ontinuously 
writte[n] to you[r] lord to open the city of Šubat-Enlil, saying “come, seize that 
city, take its silver, gold and its booty!”  Now, as you know, the riches of Samsi-
Addu remain in the midst of that city.  Come on this campaign after your lord 
with your brothers, the Sim’alites.  Whoever has no male slave, let a male slave 
return for him.  Who[ever] has no female slave, let a female slave return for 
him.  Whoever has no donkey, let a donkey return for him.  [Y]ou, enjoy booty 
and establish renown for your lord!” 

A.3572 1’) [ù] dam-qa-tim a-n[a bi-ri-ti-ni] 2’) i ni-iš-ku-un [ia-mu-ut-ba-lumki] 3’) ù dumu si-
ma-al iš-tu-da-a[r…?...] 4’) at-ḫu-ú ú pu-úr-sà-at ḫa-na-meš 5’) ù i-na la-a mu-de-e 6’) 
e-nu-ut aḫ-ḫi-ku-nu dumu-meš ia-mu-ut-ba-limki 7’) ḫa-na-meš im-šu-u5 8’) ia-mu-
ut-ba-lumki ú-ul aḫ-ḫu-ku-nu-ú 9’) dumu-meš ia-mu-ut-ba-limki 10’) ù e-nu-tam ša i-
na ra-ḫa-timki 11’) ù sa-ga-ra-timki ik-lu-ú 12’) dan-na-tim šu-ku-un-[m]a 13’) mi-im-
ma šum-[š]u 14’) ma-la ik-lu-ú sí-ni-[i]q-ma  15’) li-pa-ḫi-ru-nim 16’) [ša] ar-ḫi-iš e-
nu-ut aḫ-[ḫi-ka  na-da-ni-im] 17’) ù dumu-meš ia-mu-ut-ba-l[imki wa-šu-ri-im] 18’) 
e-pu-uš   
 

  …[and] let us establish good relations [between us].  From of ol[d] the 
[Yamutbal] and the Sim’alites have been partners and divisions of the ḫanû.  
Unwittingly, the Ḫana have pillaged the goods of your brothers, the Yamutbal!  
Are the Yamutbal not your brothers?  They have detained some Yamutbalians 
and the goods that were in Raḫatum and Saggaratum.  Make firm commands.  
Everythi[ng], as much as they have held, che[c]k it, so [that] they might gather 
and quickly [return] the goods of [your] bro[thers] and [release] the 
Yamutbalians! 

A.3577 20’) [ša-n]i-tam lugal-ká-dingir-r[aki ṣa-ba-šu (?)] 21’) [a-na ṣ]e-ri-ia [iš-pu-ra-am] 
22’) [u4-m]a-am ma-ti-ma iš-tu pa-na a-na wa-a[r-ka-ma] 23’) [I]zi-im-ri-li-im tap-pu-
ut nu-um-ḫ[aki] 24’) [ú-u]l il-li-ik i-nu-ma qar-ni-li-im tap-p[u-tam] 25’) [ša n]a-ba-al-
ku-[tim] i[l-l]i-i 26’) [i-nu-m]a a-tam-ri-i[m iš-n]é-em i-tu-úr i-na-an-n[a] 27’) [tap-
p]u-ut ḫi-im-di-[i]a-[m]a i-la-ak 28’) [i-na-a]n-na lú-meš-ká-dingir-raki ka-aq-qa-di 
29’) [uš-te]-em-me-ed-ma it-ti dumu si-im-a-al a-na-ki-ir 30’) [n]u-[u]m-ḫu-um ki-a-
am i-pu-ul-šu um-ma-a-m[i] e-zu-ub 31’) a-ḫi dumu si-im-a-al it-ti k[á]-dingir-raki 
32’) a-sa-al-li-im it-ti dumu si-im-a-al-ma a-ba-a[l-lu-uṭ] 33’) ù a-ba-al-lu-uṭ ki-ma 
an-ni-tam ma-as-sú [i-pu-lu-šu] 
 

  “[Another t]hing, the king of Babylo[n] [has sent] [his troops behi]nd me.  To 
this [day], Zimri-Lim has [ne]ver come in partnership with the Numḫ[a], 
neither sooner nor la[ter].  [In the ti]me of Qarni-Lim, he came up in 
part[nership] [with the in]surrect[ion].  In the time of Atamru[m], [he 
retu]rned again.  No[w], he is going in [part]nership with Ḫimd[iy]a!  [At this 
ti]me, the Babylonians [wis]h to join troops with me.  Shall I revolt against the 
Sim'alite?”  The [Nu]mḫa answered him thus: “Leave it alone!  The Sim’alite is 
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my brother!  I am at peace with B[a]bylon, but it is with the Sim’alite I will 

always li[ve].”419  His land [answered him] with this. 

 

As a close reading of Inter-Group Aḫum Texts show, aḫum links the Numḫa and 

Sim’alites in ARM XXVII 68 and A.3577.  In A.3572, the term connects the Yamutbal 

and the Sim’alites.  Finally, aḫum defines the relationship between the Sim’alites and 

a people named the Mutebal (me-te9-ba-al) in FM II 116. While there is disagreement 

concerning this group’s tribal affiliation, I will show that the Mutebal were a sub-

unit of the Yaminites.  This identification is significant, as I will argue later in this 

chapter that a specific form of tribal alliance provides the only compelling 

framework for understanding these groups’ “brotherhood,” and that this 

relationship did not extend to include the entire Yaminite confederacy as a people.  

More specifically, the restriction of “brotherhood” to this single sub-group shows 

that their fraternal relationship with the Sim’alites was not the result of a 

preexisting notion of shared identity based on a conception of common ancestor or 

ethnic unity. 

In ARM XXVII 68:25-26, the Mariote governor of Qaṭṭunan, Zakira-Ḫammu, 

informs King Zimri-Lim of an incident that occurred between a group of soldiers and 

“20 men, a band of Numḫians” (20 lú-me[š k]i-i[r-ru-um] ša nu-um-ḫa-[y]iki).  In 

addition, this group claims that they are actually searching for their enemies, “the 

                                                 
419 My translation of the Akkadian phrase it-ti dumu si-im-a-al-ma a-ba-a[l-lu-uţ] ù a-ba-al-lu-uţ seeks to 
account for the non-coordinating –ma attached to the name dumu si-im-a-al.  In such cases, -ma “is 
not a conjunction, but rather an emphasizing particle, marking the word to which it is attached as the 
logical predicate of its clause.”   John Huehnergard, A Grammar of Akkadian (2nd ed.; Harvard Semitic 
Museum Studies 45; ed. Lawrence E. Stager; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2005), 325.  It is frequently 
difficult to render the emphasis that the particle indicates when used in this manner without 
recourse to a cleft sentence in English.   
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[Yam]utbaleans” ([ia-m]u-ut-ba-li-iki).420  Zakira-Ḫammu likely took up his position in 

the district of Qaṭṭunan before the end of Zimri-Lim’s fifth regnal year.  

Consequently, the skirmish between these groups must be viewed in the context of 

this king’s triple alliance with Šarraya of Razama and Qarni-Lim of Andarig, which 

the king of Kurda took as an affront to his own relationship with Mari and the 

Sim’alites.421  The Mari archives provide ample attestation of the enmity between the 

royal authorities of Andarig and Kurda, as well as their respective Yamutbalian and 

Numḫian populations, during this period.422  

In order to diffuse hostilities, the Numḫa in this letter refer to the auxiliary 

troops dispatched by Zakira-Ḫammu as “our brother[s]” (aḫ-ḫ[u]-ni) in line 30.  The 

passage does not classify these auxiliary troops (lú-meš né-eḫ-ra-<ra>-am) by their 

membership within a particular named people.  However, I contend that their 

dispatch by the Mariote governor of Qaṭṭunan identifies them as Sim’alite Ḫana.  At 

the very least, the Numḫians may have perceived these soldiers as representatives of 

the Sim’alite kingdom of Mari.  Texts ARM XXVII 64, 69 and 80, which bear witness 

to Zakira-Ḫammu’s dispatch of Ḫana for varied purposes, as well as the Ḫana’s 

position as the core of Zimri-Lim’s armed forces, support this proposition.  Durand 

himself writes that the district of Qaṭṭunan was low in population and relied on 

Sim’alite Ḫana travelling through the region for defense.423  Consequently, at the 

                                                 
420 ARM XXVII 68:31. 
421 Maurice Birot, Correspondance des gouveneurs de Qaṭṭunân (ARM XXVII; Paris: Editions Recherche sur 
les Civilisations, 1993), 22-24. 
422 For example, see: ARM XIV 109, 110, ARM XXVI/1 40, A.3577, etc… 
423 Durand, “Peuplement et sociétés à l’époque amorrite,” 150. 
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very least, the scribe’s choice of a plural noun and possessive suffix (aḫḫūni) is an 

appeal to mutual parity status. 

Significantly, Zakira-Ḫammu’s letter never connects the identities of these 

named peoples to specific fortified administrative centers, despite the ongoing, 

state-based hostility between Kurda and Andarig and their kings that constitutes the 

backdrop to this encounter.  Instead, the text defines the actors and their enemies 

solely by tribal affiliation, using the gentilic plural form of the names Numḫa and 

Yamutbal.  Therefore, it is possible that this group of Numḫians understood their 

connection as “brothers” to the auxiliary troops from Qaṭṭunan as a tribal 

relationship as well. 

  The Numḫa appear in A.3577 as well.  In this fragment of a letter, a spy 

informs King Zimri-Lim that Ḫammurabi of Kurda desires to switch allegiance to 

Babylon.  In order to do this, “all of Numḫa” (nu-um-ḫu-um ka-lu-šu) has gathered at 

Kasapa to hear Hammurabi’s case and render a decision.424  The king cites Zimri-

Lim’s history of support for the rulers of Andarig and its tribal base, the Yamutbal, as 

evidence that he has not sufficiently supported Numḫian interests, and then 

requests the people’s consent to establish a treaty with “the Babylonians” (lú-meš 

ka-dingir-raki).425  Thus, the backdrop of on-going hostility between Kurda and 

Andarig, as well as the Numḫa and the Yamutbal in this text parallels that of ARM 

XXVII 68, although this letter dates from later in Zimri-Lim’s reign.426  The 

                                                 
424 A.3577:8’. 
425 A.3577:28’. 
426 Perhaps Zimri-Lim’s twelfth regnal year.  Charpin and Ziegler, Mari et le Proche-Orient à l’époque 
amorrite, 233-238, 238 no.647. 
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antagonism between Hammurabi of Kurda and Atamrum of Andarig, which 

continued under the reign of Atamrum’s successor Ḫimdiya, was highly detrimental 

to Zimri-Lim’s interests in the region of Jebel Sindjar, prompting the king of Mari to 

send his minister Ḫabdu-Malik on a mission to secure a treaty between the parties at 

the end of his eleventh regnal year.  Yet, despite fervent shuttle diplomacy between 

the kings, this official was unable to conclude an alliance.427   

  Regardless of repeated references to city-based rulers in this passage, 

including the participation of the king of Kurda himself, the collective response of 

the Numḫa in lines 30’-33’ emphasizes the relationship between the people itself and 

the dumu si-im-a-al as tribal groups, with no reference to Zimri-Lim.  Moreover, this 

gathering of “all of Numḫa” responds to Hammurabi of Kurda in the 1st person 

singular, describing the Sim’alites singularly as “my brother” (a-hi).428  In fact, by 

asking, “Shall I revolt against the Sim'alite” (it-ti dumu si-im-a-al a-na-ki-ir), 

Hammurabi shows that he is unable to single handedly alter the relationship 

between the tribal groups that form his own mātum and that of Zimri-Lim, despite 

his place on the throne.  Moreover, he frames the proposed new alliance not as an 

association between himself and Hammurabi of Babylon, but between the Numḫa 

and “the Babylonians” (lú-meš-ka-dingir-raki), structurally equating the potential 

relationship with the one that is already enjoyed between them and the Sim’alites as 

peoples.429 

                                                 
427 Ibid., 233. 
428 A.3577:31’. 
429 A.3577:28’-29’. 
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  Unlike ARM XXVII 68 and A.3577, the author of A.3572 uses the term aḫum to 

describe a relationship between the Sim’alites and the Yamutbal.  In this letter, an 

official named Ḫittipanum, who may have held a significant position within the 

court of Atamrum at Andarig, writes to Baḫdi-Lim, the governor of the district of 

Mari.430  The primary concern of his message is the detainment of certain 

Yamutbalians and their goods at settlements within the sphere of Mariote power: 

specifically Raḫatum and Saggaratum.  Following a break in the text, the reader 

finds Ḫittipanum emphatically stressing the fraternal link between the Sim’alite 

Ḫana and the Yamutbal on the tablet’s reverse side.  In line 6’ the oblique plural of 

aḫum appears along with the 2nd masculine plural possessive pronominal suffix –

kunu: aḫ-ḫi-ku-nu.  In line 8’, Ḫittipanum repeats the word, this time in the nominal 

case: aḫ-ḫu-ku-nu-ú.  Finally, Durand partially reconstructs the term’s appearance in 

line 16’ as an oblique plural with the 2nd masculine singular possessive pronominal 

suffix –ka: aḫ-[ḫi-ka].  In total, the writer uses the plural form of aḫum no less than 

three times to describe the connection between the Yamutbalians and the Sim’alite 

Ḫana, indicating a collective relationship between the two peoples as a whole. 

  Throughout this letter, Ḫittipanum’s rhetoric never exploits the well-

documented relationship between Mari and Andarig as states, or that of their 

rulers.431  Rather, he emphasizes the fraternal relationship between the peoples 

                                                 
430 For more on Ḫittipanum and his role at Andarig, see: Jean-Marie Durand, “Unité et diversités au 
proche-orient à ‘epoque amorrite” in La circulation des biens, des personnes et des idées dans le Proche-
Orient ancient (CRRAI 38; Paris: Éditions Recherche sur les Civilisations, 1992), 114, no.145. 
431 For the complex relationship between Zimri-Lim and the opportunistic ruler of Andarig, Atamrum, 
see: Bertrand Lafont, “Relations internationales, alliances et diplomatie au temps de royaumes 
amorrites” in Amurru 2: 239-240. 
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themselves, going so far as to claim in lines 2’-4’ that “from of old the Yamutbal and 

the Sim’alites have been partners and divisions of the ḫanû…”  I will examine this 

passage and its significance for understanding the connection between the 

Sim’alites and the Yamutbal later in this chapter.  It suffices to say here that aḫum 

describes a relationship that the letter’s author has chosen to define entirely in 

relation to the actors’ tribal identities. 

  Finally, Sumu-Ḫadu writes to King Zimri-Lim in FM II 116 concerning a 

muster of troops for the capture of Šeḫna/Šubat-Enlil.  Particular texts place Sumu-

Ḫadu beside other figures known from the final years of Yasmaḫ-Addu’s reign at 

Mari, suggesting that his position as governor of that settlement at the very 

beginning of Zimri-Lim’s reign was the result of the new sovereign’s desire for 

administrative stability.432  However, as Lafont writes, “he did not remain at this post 

for very long.”433  Instead, Zimri-Lim appointed him as the governor of the district of 

Saggaratum.434  Yet, Sumu-Ḫadu disappears from sources that definitively post-date 

the king’s first year of rule, suggesting that this letter originated in the period before 

the Yaminite revolt that began in Zimri-Lim’s second regnal year.435  The Yaminites 

did not actively support the reestablishment of Sim’alite rule at Mari, and Sumu-

Ḫadu’s letter to his king in FM II 116 indicates that he is taking great care to curry 

favor with particular Yaminite groups by emphasizing the booty they are welcome 

                                                 
432 ARM VII 217 and ARM XXIII 467. Sumu-Ḫadu is identified as šāpiṭum in ARM VIII 84+.  Bertrand 
Lafont, “Nuit dramatique à Mari,” FM I, 96. 
433 “Il ne resta cependant pas très longtemps à ce poste.”  Lafont, “Nuit dramatique à Mari,” 96.  
434 Lafont, “Nuit dramatique à Mari,” 96; Jesper Eidem, “Raiders of the Lost Treasure of Samsī-Addu 
(text no. 116),” FM II, 201.  
435 Lafont, “Nuit dramatique à Mari,” 96-97. 
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to take in the campaign to capture Šubat-Enlil, while also stating that he will 

conscript additional Yaminites from the vassal-like territory of the Aḫ Purattim.436 

  Within this context, Sumu-Ḫadu quotes the message that he had received 

from his lord and delivered to a people called the Mutebal in lines 11-22.  The 

message uses the plural form of aḫum together with the 2nd masculine plural 

possessive pronominal suffix –kunu to assert a collective, group-based relationship 

between this particular named people and the Sim’alites as a whole.  Although the 

quoted text directed at the Mutebal continues in lines 18 and 22 by referring to 

Zimri-Lim as “your lord” (be-lí-ku-nu; be-el-ku-nu), the overall message squarely 

focuses on the fraternal relationship of the Mutebal and the Sim’alites as groups.  

Indeed, lines 17-22 emphasize their relative parity and independence as polities by 

assuming the Mutebal’s right to refuse military mobilization in support of Zimri-

Lim. 

  But who are the Mutebal?  In his publication of FM II 116, Eidem interprets 

the name as a reference to a certain contingent of the Yaminites.437  However, in the 

same volume, Lafont cites an alliance between Zimri-Lim and the Mutebal in ARM 

XXVI/1 39:10-24 as the backdrop for understanding the close political relationship 

that FM II 117 describes between the Sim’alites and the Numḫa. 

I [myself – w]hat concerns me?  [Is it not yo]u that holds back from going to 
Zimri-Lim?  My lord has [not]ified me, say[ing] “swear an oath by the [life] of the 

gods with me so that I may [kill] the donke[y] of peac[e] with438 the Mut[e]bal.  
Should crime or transgression come about, then I will not let you live.”  This is 
what my lord has instructed me.  Therefore, I am continually sending letters to 

                                                 
436 Eidem, “Raiders of the Lost Treasure of Samsī-Addu (text no. 116),” 202. 
437 Ibid., 208, no. d. 
438 Akk. bi-ri-it.  When used in reference to the name of a people, this preposition literally means 
“from among.”  CAD s.v. birīt.  



 

189 

Ibal-pi-El and Yanṣiban.  Since my lord has established peace with the Mutebal, I 

have observed my lord’s commands.439 
 

In his interpretation of this text, Lafont equates the Mutebal with the Yamutbal 

based on etymological considerations, and then links the latter group with the site 

of Kurda.440  Due to Kurda’s known association with the Numḫa, which FM II 117 

describes in detail, the author makes the argument that the Mutebal were a sub-unit 

of the Numḫa.441  However, this position misinterprets the relationship between the 

Yamutbal and Numḫa.  As I already discussed, continued publication of sources from 

Mari has shown that these two peoples represented separate, and often antagonistic, 

tribal groups.  Moreover, it is Andarig, not Kurda, which stands as the administrative 

center of the Yamutbal’s mātum in the region of Jebel Sindjar.  

  Moving away from an etymological interpretation of the name Mutebal, it is 

significant that the letter Lafont cites (ARM XXVI/1 39) is sent by a figure named 

Naḫimum.  Durand has proposed that this official held a position of authority within 

the Yaminite li’mum of the Uprapû.442  Moreover, he has argued that the Mutebal at 

the heart of the Inter-Group Aḫum Text of FM II 116 were a sub-unit of the Yaminite 

                                                 
439 10) a-n[a-ku m]i-nam li-ib-bi i-na-ʼì-id-ma 11) [ú-ul at-ta]-a a-na ṣe-er zi-im-ri-li-im 12) a-la-kam [ka-l]e-et 
be-lí ú-na-ʼì-da-an-ni 13) um-ma-m[i ni-iš] dingir-meš za-ak-ra-ni[-im] 14) ù anše ḫa-a-ra-a[m] ša sa-li-m[i-
im] 15) bi-ri-it mu-t[e]-ba-al lu-u[q-ṭú-ul] 16) ḫi-ṭì-tum ù gi-la-tum ib-ba-aš-ši-m[a] 17) ú-ul ú-ba-la-aṭ-ka 18) 
an-ni-tam be-lí ú-wa-e-ra-an-ni-ma 19) aš-šum ki-a-am a-na ṣe-er i-ba-al-pí-AN 20) ù ia-an-ṣí-ba-an 21) aš-ta-
na-pa-ra-am 22) iš-tu be-lí sa-li-ma-am 23) bi-ri-it mu-te9-ba-al 24) iš-ku-nu wu-ur-ti be-lí-ia aṣ-ṣú-ur-ma 
(ARM XXVI/1 39). 
440 Moshé Anbar makes the same etymological equation between the names Mutebal and Yamutbal in 
“L’origine tribale de Zimri-Lim, roi de Mari,” in Tablettes et images aux pays de Sumer et d’Akkad (ed. Ö. 
Tunca and D. Deheselle; Liège: Association pour la promotion de l’histoire et d’archéologie orientales, 
Mémoirs I, 1996), 9.  However, the two groups are consistently described as inhabiting different 
geographical areas.  Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari, 17, no.47. 
441 Bertrand Lafont, “L’admonestation des anciens de Kurdâ à leur roi,” FM II, 212, no. b. 
442 See A.2984 and A.1281.  In the latter letter, the Amnonian king Ṣura-Ḫammu sends Naḫimum as an 
envoy in order to secure peace with Zimri-Lim following the Yaminite revolt in the new king’s second 
regnal year.  For a discussion of these letters, see: Jean-Marie Durand, “Les activités militaires 
d’Asqudum: textes,” ARM XXVI/1, 175.   
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li’mum of the Rabbû.443  Alternatively, Heimpel has claimed that Nahimum was king of 

the Mutebal, and that this group constituted its own Yaminite li’mum.444  In addition, 

Sumu-Ḫadu’s quotation of the message that identifies the Mutebal as the “brothers” 

of the Sim’alites in FM II 116 directly precedes advice concerning the mobilization of 

Yaminite and Sim’alite Ḫana for the coming campaign to capture Šubat-Enlil.  As a 

result, the immediate context strongly indicates the Yaminite identity of the 

Mutebal in FM II 116 as well.  In my own research, I have yet to isolate unambiguous 

evidence for the Mutebal’s structural position within the Yaminite confederacy, 

making its precise identification as a sub-unit of the Rabbû or an independent li’mum 

impossible at this time.  Nevertheless, the Mutebal’s Yaminite identity seems 

assured, based on converging lines of textual evidence.   

  This overview of the Mari tribes and their description as “brothers” in the 

Inter-Group Aḫum Texts has shown their differing characters as polities during the 

reign of Zimri-Lim.  As I will show in the following section, scholars have 

predominantly understood fraternal references to the relationship between these 

peoples as the product of their conception of a shared identity, based on a common 

genealogical tradition.  However, analysis of the textual evidence frequently cited in 

support of this interpretation undermines such an approach to inter-tribal 

“brotherhood” at Mari.  Indeed, there is no indication that these groups ever 

considered themselves a single people or polity connected by common ancestry. 

 

                                                 
443 Durand, “Peuplement et sociétés à l’époque amorrite,” 158. 
444 Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari, 15-17. 
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“Ḫana” Descent and Amorrite Ethnicity445 

 As the survey of genealogies from the ancient Near East at the beginning of 

the present chapter showed, documents from Mari and beyond are silent regarding a 

specific tradition that depicts the Yaminites, Sim’alites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal as the 

descendants of eponymous ancestors who were “brothers” (aḫḫū).  Nevertheless, in 

order to explain the use of aḫum to identify a relationship between the Mari tribes in 

the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts presented in the previous section, certain scholars have 

adopted a descent-based interpretive model that assumes these groups perception 

of a shared forefather named “Ḫana,” or mutual recognition as sub-units of a larger 

Amorrite ethnic group.446  The argument supporting this approach rests on variant 

forms of the name “Ḫana” and other eponyms in the so-called “Genealogy of the 

Hammurabi Dynasty” (GHD), the “Assyrian King List” (AKL), and FM III 4 [M.12803], as 

well as long held beliefs concerning the ethno-linguistic history of Syro-

Mesopotamia.  However, close analysis of the GHD, AKL, and FM III 4 [M.12803] as 

scribal artifacts shows that their monarchic perspective and literary structure 

undermines their value for clarifying assertions of “brotherhood” between Mari 

tribes, and should not be taken as evidence of a static genealogical tradition 

                                                 
445 Following the current editors of the Mari texts, I have adopted the spelling “Amorrite,” with the 
doubled /r/, in favor of the biblically derived “Amorite” (from Hebrew אמרי, ʼĕmōrî).  As Fleming 
writes, “the doubling is original to the word and is often represented explicitly in Mesopotamian and 
Mari spellings.”  Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 14. 
446 “Les documents de Mari contiennent entre autres une riche information sur des tribus semi-
nomades, qui du point de vue ethno-linguistique sont à classer dans la branche oust des peuples 
sémitiques, qualifies d’Amurrites dans les documents de la troisième dynastie d’Ur (2112-2004 avant 
notre ère).” Anbar, Les tribus amurrites de Mari, 9.  Heimpel specifically identifies the Yaminites, 
Sim’alites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal as “Amorite Tribal Groups,” writing that “the Amorites were the 
dominant ethnicity in Mesopotamia in the Old Babylonian period.”  Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari, 
14-15. 
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comparable to the story of Jacob and his sons.  As a matter of fact, a consideration of 

the full body of textual evidence makes it clear that the Mari tribes asserted no 

shared, enduring identity under a single name, just as they shared no single socio-

political structure. 

Beginning with the GHD, the first ten lines include the eponyms most 

important for the present study: 1) Ia-ra-am-ma-da-ra 2) Itu-ub-ti-ya-mu-ta 3) Iya-am-

qú-uz-zu-ḫa-lam-ma 4) Iḫe-a-na 5) Inam-zu-ú 6) Idi-ta-nu 7) Izu-um-ma-bu 8) Inam-ḫu-ú 9) 

Iam-na-nu 10) Iya-aḫ-ru-rum.447  The name Iḫe-a-na in line 4 bears an undeniable 

linguistic link to the title Ḫana, a well-known term from the Mari archives.  In 

addition to the name Iḫe-a-na, lines 8-10 yield close parallels to the names Numḫa, 

Amnanû, and Yaḫrurû: 8) Inam-ḫu-ú 9) Iam-na-nu 10) Iya-aḫ-ru-rum).448  While a shared 

consonantal structure connects the names Namḫû and Numḫâ, the eponyms Amnanû 

and Yaḫrurûm are identical to the titles of two known Yaminite li’mū. 

Significantly, the first thirteen names of the AKL, a composite text that 

scholars have reconstructed from five exemplars ranging in date from the 10th to 8th 

centuries BCE, bear a striking resemblance to the first ten lines of the GHD: 1) Iṭu-di-ia 

2) Ia-da-mu Iia-an-gi 3) Ikit-la-a-mu Iḫar-ḫa-ru 4) Iman-da-ru Iim-ṣu 5) Iḫar-ṣu Idi-da-a-nu 

6) Iḫa-nu-ú Izu-a-bu 7) Inu-a-bu Ia-ba-zu .449  The AKL identifies these and the other first 

17 eponyms as kings “who lived in tents” (a-ši-bu-tu kul-ta-re) and scholars have 

                                                 
447 Finkelstein, “The Genealogy of the Hammurapi Dynasty,” 95-96. 
448 Ibid., 95-96. 
449 Chavalas, “Genealogical History as ‘Charter,’” 115.  The exemplar texts include: KAV 15, The 
“Nassouhi List” [Essad Nassouhi, “Grande liste des rois d’Assyrie,” AfO 4 (1927):1-11], the “Khorsobad 
List” [A. Poebel, “The Assyrian King List from Khorsobad,” JNES 1 (1942):247-306, 460-92; JNES 
(1943):56-90], the “SDAS List” [I.J. Gelb, “Two Assyrian King Lists,” JNES 13 (1954):209-230], and one 
fragment. The transliteration cited here follows Gelb, “Two Assyrian King Lists,” 210. 
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suggested that this section of the list represents the genealogy of Samsi-Addu.450  

The similarity between this list and the GHD is clear, as the apposition of Iḫe-a-na in 

GHD line 4 and Iḫa-nu-ú in AKL line 6 shows.451  In light of this correspondence, 

Finkelstein claims that both lists reflect a pre-existent genealogical tradition of the 

named groups’ interrelationship that was preserved in Babylonia and Assyria: 

“…there can therefore be no question but that the genealogical traditions of the 

Hammurapi dynasty and those of the Assyrian King List – the first two sections of which must 

almost certainly be identified as the “Ahnentafel” of Šamši-Adad I – are one and the same 

insofar as they represent a consciousness of tribal origins” (emphasis in original).452 

FM III 4 [M.12803] is more limited in its genealogical overtones, but still 

relevant to the present discussion.  Column i, lines 17-23 of this source state: “A 

kispum to Sargon and Naram-Sin, the ḫanû yaradû, and to those of the Numḫa, and 

diverse [others].  Th[is] kispum has been offe[red]” (ki-is-pu-um a-na lugal-ki-in {X} na-

ra-am-30 lú-ḫa-na-meš ia-ra-di ú a-na šu-ut nu-um-ḫe-e ú dili-ḫ[á] ki-is-pu-um an-nu-ú-

[um] ik-ka-sà-[ap]).  These lines include not only a reference to the ḫanû yaradû and 

the Numḫa, but also kings Sargon and Naram-Sin of Agade.  In the original 

publication of this text from 1980, Birot argues that Samsi-Addu, founding ruler of 

the Kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia, served as the inspiration for the 

composition.453  Consequently, he interprets the double invocation of the ḫanû 

                                                 
450 For the Akkadian transliterations, see: Poebel, “The Assyrian King List from Khorsabad,” 252.  
Porter, Mobile Pastoralism and the Formation of Near Eastern Civilizations, 269. 
451 For a detailed comparison of the different names contained in the GHD and AKL, see: Finkelstein, 
“The Genealogy of the Hammurapi Dynasty,” 99-103. 
452 Ibid., 99. Emphasis in original. 
453 Maurice Birot, “Fragment de ritual de Mari relatif au kispum,” in Death in Mesopotamia: Papers Read at 
the XXVIe Rencontre assyriologique international (Bendt Alster ed.; Mesopotamia 8; Copenhagen: 
Akademisk Forlag, 1980), 148. 
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yaradû and the Numḫa alongside Sargon and Naram-Sin as the result of Samsi-

Addu’s desire to legitimate his rule along two independent lines.  Durand and 

Guichard reiterate this position in their reexamination of the text from 1997.454  As a 

result, these scholars have viewed the ḫanû yaradû and Numḫa as the tribal base of 

Samsi-Addu, comparable to the eponyms cited in the first 10 lines of the AKL, while 

regarding this king’s perceived representation of Sargon and Naram-Sin as his 

ancestors a spurious product of his desire for political legitimacy.455   

  In his initial publication of the GHD, Finkelstein writes that the individual 

eponyms listed in lines 1-19 “are known from many other sources to have been 

names of West Semitic or ‘Amorite’ tribes.”456  The author was neither the first nor 

the last to regard the Yaminites, Sim’alites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal as Amorrites, and 

therefore members of a larger hypothetical Amorrite ethno-linguistic group.  

Heimpel makes this association explicit when he characterizes these four peoples as 

“Amorite tribal groups,” and then states that “the Amorites were the dominant 

ethnicity in Mesopotamia in the Old Babylonian period.” 457  Certain French 

                                                 
454 Durand and Guichard, “Les rituels de Mari,” 64. 
455 Birot, “Fragment de ritual,” 148-149; Durand and Guichard, “Les rituels de Mari,” 64.  Porter offers 
a succinct critique of this interpretation in Mobile Pastoralism and the Formation of Near Eastern 
Civilization, 269. 
456 Finkelstein, “The Genealogy of the Hammurapi Dynasty,” 97-98. 
457 Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari, 14-15.  Additional sources can be cited that consider the Mari 
tribes part of a larger Amorrite population or ethnic group. Anbar writes: “Les documents de Mari 
contiennent entre autres une riche information sur des tribus semi-nomades, qui du point de vue 
ethno-linguistique sont à classer dans la branche oust des peuples sémitiques, qualifies d’Amurrites 
dans les documents de la troisième dynastie d’Ur (2112-2004 avant notre ère).” Anbar, Les tribus 
amurrites de Mari, 9.  Buccellati and Durand equate the Yaminites and Sim’alites with the Amorrites in 
particular publications from the early 1990’s. Giorgia Buccellati, “Ebla and the Amorrites,” Eblaitica 3 
(1992): 88; Jean-Marie Durand, “Le mythologème du combat entre le Dieu de l’Orage et la Mer en 
Mésopotamie,” MARI 7: 47.  Although he does not consider the name “Amorrite” to reflect a single 
ethnic or tribal group, Van de Mieroop still identifies the Sim’alites as a “branch of the Amorites.” 
Van de Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East, ca. 3000-323 BCE, 87, 103. 
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researchers have even asserted that the early 2nd millennium “Amorritization” of 

Mesopotamia provided the foundation for an over-arching cultural and ethnic unity 

that bound the area’s various kingdoms together, resulting in the scholarly 

designation of this epoch in the region’s history “la période amorrite.”458   

  The reconstruction of the Amorrites’ appearance in Mesopotamian history is 

based on a particular reading of textual and archaeological evidence. The name 

“Amorrite” itself derives from the Akkadian term amurrû and its Sumerian 

equivalent mar-dú/mar-tu.  This appellation appears in texts from Sumeria already 

in the Early Dynastic period, as well as the archives of Ebla (ca. 2300 BCE), and then 

as a designation for particular people with mobile pastoralist interests and 

distinctive names in the Ur III period (ca. 2100-2000 BCE).459  Following the collapse 

of the Third Dynasty of Ur, numerous rulers and other individuals appear in texts 

throughout southern Mesopotamia with similar names to those individuals labeled 

mar-dú/mar-tu at the end of the 3rd millennium.  Certain scholars have understood a 

perceived lack of cultural continuity in Palestinian and Syrian material assemblages 

that is contemporaneous with this shift in the Mesopotamian onomasticon between 

the end of the 3rd millennium BCE (Early Bronze Age) and the beginning of the 2nd 

(Middle Bronze Age) as evidence for a large scale shift in the ethnic map of the 

ancient Near East.460  This interpretation has produced a persistent historical 

                                                 
458 Charpin, “Histoire politique du proche-orient amorrite (2002-1595),” 38; Durand, “Unité et 
diversité,” 114-120.   
459 Giogio Buccellati, The Amorites of the Ur III Period (Seminario di Semistica 1; ed. Giovanni Garbini; 
Naples: Istituto Orientale di Napoli, 1966), 216-217;  I.J. Gelb, “The Early History of the West Semitic 
Peoples,” JCS 15/1 (1961): 33.   
460 Anne Porter, “You Say Potato, I Say…Typology, Chronology and the Origins of the Amorites,” in 
Sociétés humaines et changement climatique à la fin du troisième millénaire: une crise a-t-elle eu lieu en haute 
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narrative that argues the Amorrites were a semi-nomadic pastoralist ethnic group 

that infiltrated Mesopotamia at the end of the 3rd Millennium BCE, destabilizing the 

Third Dynasty of Ur.461  This reconstruction goes on to argue that after the southern 

Mesopotamian polity’s collapse, the Amorrites took dynastic control of all the major 

cities of Babylonia, eventually establishing new states (such as Yamḫad and Qaṭna) 

in Syria as well.462 

  If the Amorrites did indeed constitute an ethnic group, then a genealogical 

tradition that linked various monarchs and tribal groups through descent from a 

common forefather, and thereby provided a potential boundary in the 

dichotomization of an Us (i.e. Amorrites) versus Them (i.e. everyone else) identity, 

would be expected.  As a matter of fact, research has shown that ideologies of shared 

descent can have an important role in the emic process of categorization so 

important to ethnic differentiation, although these same studies indicate that most 

                                                 
mésopotamie? Actes du Colloque de Lyon 5-8 décembre 2005 (eds. Catherine Kuzucuoğlu and Catherine 
Marro; Paris: Institute français d’études anatoliennes-Georges Dumezil, 2007), 71. 
461 For many years, scholars attempted to locate an Amorrite “homeland” in the region of Jebel Bishri.  
For example, see: Anbar, Les tribus amurrites de Mari, 209-216; Buccellati, The Amorites of the Ur III Period, 
236-247; Aege Westenholz, “The Old Akkadian Period: History and Culture,” in Mesopotamien: Akkade-
Zeit und Ur III-Zeit (eds. Pascal Attinger and Markus Wäfler; OBO 160/3; eds. Othmar Keel and 
Christoph Uehlinger; Göttingen: Vandenhoek & Ruprecht, 1999), 96-97; Alfonso Archi “Mardu in the 
Ebla Texts” Or 54: 7-13.  However, it has become clear that the desire to locate a point of origin for the 
Amorrites is based on outdated notions concerning the identity of peoples identified with this name.  
I will discuss this below. 
462 This narrative is observable in a variety of works on Mesopotamian and Amorrite history.  For 
example, see: Brit Jahn, “The Migration and Sedentarization of the Amorites from the Point of View 
of the Settled Babylonian Population,” in Representations of Political Power: Case Histories from Times of 
Change and Dissolving Order in the Ancient Near East (ed. Marlies Heinz and Marian H. Feldman; Winona 
Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2007), 194-197; Van de Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East, ca. 3000-323BC, 86-
90 [It should be noted that Van de Mieroop does not believe that the Amorrites should be considered 
a single, well defined ethnic group, but his reconstruction of the period’s history follows the same 
narrative contours as the other works cited here]; Robert M. Whiting, “Amorite Tribes and Nations of 
Second-Millennium Western Asia,” in CANE (ed. Jack M. Sasson), 2:1234-1235.  Porter provides a 
succinct overview of this historical narrative, with an emphasis on its archaeological suppositions in 
her essay “You Say Potato, I Say…Typology, Chronology and the Origins of the Amorites,” 70-71.  She 
compellingly deconstructs this historiographic interpretation of the archaeological evidence.   
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such beliefs concerning biological unity are demonstrably inaccurate.463  

Consequently, some scholars have argued that the similar eponyms that appear in 

the GHD, AKL, FM III 4 [M.12803], and which parallel the names of known Mari tribes 

and their sub-units, are indicative of these peoples’ shared “Amorrite” identity, 

ethnic or otherwise.464  From this standpoint, the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts would 

simply use the term “brother” to communicate the Mari tribes’ common indefinite 

kinship as sub-groups of a single Amorrites, or Ḫana, people.465  

  However, a closer look at the GHD, AKL, and FM III 4 [M.12803] shows that 

these sources do not offer a firm basis for assertions that the Yaminites, Sim’alites, 

Numḫa, and Yamutbal understood themselves as components of a single population 

with a shared name.  Above all, emphasis must be placed on these compositions’ 

textual character, as well as the linear form of the AKL and the ritual function of the 

                                                 
463 In his examination of Weber’s assumptions concerning ethnicity, Jenkins makes the following 
point: “Weber seems to be suggesting that the belief in common ancestry is likely to be a consequence 
of collective political action rather than its cause; people come to see themselves as belonging together 
– coming from a common background – as a consequence of acting together.  Collective interests thus 
do not simply reflect or follow from perceived similarities and differences between people; the active 
pursuit of collective interests does, however, encourage ethnic identification.”  Jenkins, Rethinking 
Ethnicity, 10; Roosens, Creating Ethnicity, 12, 16-17. 
464 Heimpel makes just this argument, and even writes that if the Yaminites, Sim’alites, Numḫa, and 
Yamutbal indeed considered themselves as descendants of “Ḫana,” them “[Ḫana] would essentially 
equal our term ‘Amorite.’” Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari, 35.  Durand initially held a similar 
viewpoint on the equivalence of the native term ḫanûm with the better-known title “Amorrite.”  
Durand, LAPO 16, 53-54. In addition, Charpin and Durand write in their influential 1986 article “Fils de 
Sim’al,” which exposed Zimri-Lim’s Sim’alite identity, that the Yaminites and Sim’alites were two 
branches of a single larger ethnic group, the Ḫana.  Charpin and Durand, “Fils de Sim’al,” 55.  The 
authors go on to suggest that, based on the presence of similar group eponyms in the GHD, AKL, and 
M.12803, the Babylonian and Assyrian kings from this period maintained a genealogical memory of 
their “Amorrite” origins and tribal affiliations.  Charpin and Durand, “Fils de Sim’al,” 159-170.  
However, Durand changed his views on the meaning and use of the word ḫanûm in subsequent 
publications.  For example, in his essay “Unité et diversités au Proche-Orient à l’époque Amorrite” 
from 1992, Durand writes the following: “L’ethnie «hanéenne» n’existe pas: il faut retrouver dans 
hanûm une épithète descriptive qui signifie «celui qui habite sous la tente».  Durand, “Unité et 
diversités au proche-orient à ‘epoque amorrite,” 113. 
465 Expressions of ethnic inclusion often utilize kin terms and exploit other language associated with 
the symbol of kinship.  Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 17, 81.  
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GHD and FM III 4 [M.12803].  First, In contrast to the overwhelmingly oral character 

of functional genealogies, the GHD, AKL, and FM III 4 [M.12803] are texts.  Their 

textuality not only implies their practical distance from the active organization of 

inter-group relationships, it also raises the question of literary, as opposed to 

traditional, influence as an explanation for their eponymic similarities.  This is 

particularly relevant for the AKL, which scholars recognize as a composite list that 

scribes have constructed from originally separate texts.  

  The AKL is also a king list, not a genealogy.  From a structural standpoint, I 

have already mentioned that this text’s linear form undermines its applicability for 

understanding relationships of “brotherhood.”  Without a segmentary form, this 

composition is incapable of representing a fraternal connection between the names 

it cites.  Thus, Wilson has written that the AKL “served mainly to link together 

successive kings, and genealogical interests were subordinated to concern over the 

proper order of the royal succession.”466  This concern with the succession of rule, 

rather than a portrayal of peoplehood through descent, makes the AKL a poor source 

for reconstructing a shared identity for the Mari tribes. 

  The GHD is also marked by a linear structure and a monarchic focus, but in a 

very different setting.  Kispū offerings, which involved a ritual meal for a family’s 

deceased ancestors and an invocation of their names, connect this composition, 

                                                 
466 Wilson, Genealogy and History, 99.  See also:  H. Gasche, J.A. Armstrong, S.W. Cole and V.G. 
Gurzadyan, Dating the Fall of Babylon: A Reappraisal of Second-Millennium Chronology (Mesopotamian 
History and Environment II; Edited by L. De Meyer and H. Gasche; Belgium: University of Ghent and 
the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, 1998), 50-52. 
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along with FM III 4 [M.12803].467  Subsequently, it would appear that this text records 

the names of the Babylonian King Ammiṣaduqa’s deceased relatives and forbearers, 

just as Finkelstein understood it in his original publication, thereby revealing the 

name of a common ancestor that would have linked the Mari tribes as sub-units of a 

single people.  However, while exemplars of these prayers normally invoke no more 

than five generations of the dead, the GHD lists twenty-eight names, not accounting 

for the conglomerate forms of lines 1-3.  Such a significant formal difference 

separates this text from the traditional kispum offering, and requires an explanation.  

Fortunately, comparison between this text and FM III 4 [M.12803] suggests a 

solution, which lays focus on the composition’s royal context of use. 

  As I previously mentioned, Column i, lines 17-23 of this source list the 

Akkadian kings Sargon and Naram-Sin, as well as the ḫanû yaradû and the Numḫa, as 

recipients of offerings in a kispum ritual to Samsi-Addu at Mari.  The juxtaposition of 

kings and tribal groups in this source, which lacks the linear structure of the AKL 

and GHD, has led scholars to view the names as an invocation of a double lineage for 

the powerful ruler of the Kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia.  However, Porter has 

proposed a compelling reinterpretation, noting that as Samsi-Addu’s kispum, the 

ritual was elevated “to a political and not only familial rite…”468  Thus, as the kispum 

offering of a king at Mari, Porter writes the following concerning FM III 4 [M.12803]: 

It is a proscription for a ritual, and as such the listing of names takes on a very 
different character.  It is, first, conducted in the throne room of the palace.  This 
in itself sets the ritual apart from other kispu that we know to be 
domestic/familial and conducted in houses.  This one is a state ritual, conducted 

                                                 
467 Karel van der Toorn, “Religious Practices of the Individual and Family: Mesopotamia,” in Religions of 
the Ancient World (ed. Sarah Iles Johnston; Cambridge: Belknap, 2004), 424. 
468 Porter, Mobile Pastoralism and the Formation of Near Eastern Civilizations, 270. 
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in a state context, not for people whom Samsi-Addu claimed as his own 
forebears, but for the forebears of the state, that is, for the dead of the throne room.  
Naram-Sin controlled Mari; it is not surprising, then, that his presence and that 
of his ancestor Sargon…is to be found in the throne room from the time of 
Akkadian domination (along with other significant leaders of the city), most 

probably in the form of a statue.469 
 

Beyond the great kings of the Akkadian dynasty, the names ḫanû yaradû and Numḫa 

are easily connected to the political history of Mari during the period of Samsi-

Addu’s control of the site.  First, several researchers have suggested that the Numḫa 

constituted Samsi-Addu’s own people.470  Secondly, I noted in the introduction that 

Samsi-Addu captured Mari from a Sim’alite line of rulers in ca. 1792 BCE, 

establishing his son Yasmaḫ-Addu as its king in ca. 1787 BCE.471  As I will explain 

below, the Sim’alites adopted the general term ḫanûm as an exclusive form of self-

reference.  Accordingly, the names ḫanû yaradû and Numḫa may represent the 

mobile populations of both Mari and Samsi-Addu’s original administrative center at 

Ekallatum, united in the throne room of Mari as part of this ruler’s expansive 

kingdom.472   

  Approaching the GHD as an invocation of successive rulers, rather than a 

genealogy, explains difficulties in the interpretation of this text as well.  In 

particular, scholars have struggled to explain the presence of the Gutians in lines 29-

32 of the GHD, where they follow the Amorrites and the “Ḫeana”: “the dynasty of the 

Amorrites, the dynasty of the ḫa[na], the dynasty of the Gutians, the dynasty of those 

                                                 
469 Ibid., 270. 
470 Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari, 18; Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign 
of Zimrī-Līm,” 80-91 (Miglio links the Numḫa to the site of Šubat-Enlil); Porter, Mobile Pastoralism and 
the Formation of Near Eastern Civilizations, 271. 
471 Charpin and Ziegler, Mari et le proche-orient à l’époque amorrite, 76. 
472 Porter, Mobile Pastoralism and the Formation of Near Eastern Civilizations, 271. 
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that are not inscribed on this tablet” (bala-erin2-mar-tu bala- erin2-ḫe-a-[na] bala- 

erin2-gu-ti-um bala ša i-na tup-pí an-ni-i la ša-aṭ-ru).  Finkelstein referred to this 

section of the text as “the four palū,” and he argued that they separated the names in 

the proceeding 28 lines of the tablet as distinct dynasties, or ages: “the three 

successive palū’s of Gutium, (ERÍN) Ḫeana, and (ERÍN) Amurrū are thus to be 

understood as three successive ‘ages’ or ‘eras’ or ‘dynasties’…into which West 

Semitic tribal history can be divided from the vantage point of Ammiṣaduqa, or that 

of the Hammurapi dynasty in general.”473   

  Nevertheless, the “dynasty of the Gutians” (bala- erin2-gu-ti-um) in line 31 

remains a stumbling block, if it is assumed that this title relates to names in the 

proceeding list of eponyms, and that these names represent Ammiṣaduqa’s familial 

ancestors.  Alternatively, Lambert has argued that only line 29’s reference to the 

“dynasty of the Amorrites” (bala-erin2-mar-tu) is meant as a heading for the 

proceeding list of rulers, and that “the following three lines are intended as covering 

all other contemporary dynasties in this area.”474  Yet, the purpose of reciting the 

names of foreign dynasties in the context of the kispum ritual remains unclear, and 

has no precedent in exemplars of non-royal rites.  In contrast, by approaching the 

GHD as a political kispum, the long list of eponyms and “dynasties” (bala) become 

instantly recognizable as an itinerary of the previous rulers of Babylon, and not a 

family tree.  This conclusion is made even clearer by the similar list of “dynasties” in 

lines 18-20 of the text series mulapin”: “dynasty of Šulgi, dynasty of the Amorrites, 

                                                 
473 Finkelstein, “The Genealogy of the Hammurapi Dynasty,” 106. 
474 Lambert, “Another Look at Hammurabi’s Ancestors,” 2. 
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dynasty of the Kassites” (bala-e dšul-gi bala-e mar-tu-i bala-e kaš-ši-i).475  While this 

text cites Šulgi as the titular head of the Third Dynasty of Ur, the GHD refers to the 

Gutians as a group that held power over Babylon in a period prior to Ammiṣaduqa’s 

line, which corresponds with the political circumstances of the region in the late 3rd 

millennium BCE.476  It may even be worth considering that the “dynasty of the 

ḫa[na]” (bala- erin2-ḫe-a-[na]) in line 30 is a direct reference to the Sim’alite rulers of 

Mari, which had succumb to the Babylonians in the 13th year of Zimri-Lim’s reign, if 

it is accepted that the bala of lines 29-31 are merely listed for the comprehensive 

respect of past kings and do not reflect a chronological sequence,    

 This examination of the AKL, GHD, and FM III 4 [M.12803] undermines these 

texts’ value for understanding assertions of tribal “brotherhood” in the Inter-Group 

Aḫum Texts and the associated scholarly interpretations that viewed their use of 

eponyms as evidence that the Mari tribes conceived of themselves as a single people.  

Furthermore, theories of the Mari tribes’ unity as segments of a larger population 

group have most frequently cited the title Ḫana as this collectivity’s name, based in 

part on the eponym’s presence in the GHD, AKL, and FM III 4 [M.12803], and in part on 

the word’s appearance in letters from Mari.  However, while a previous generation 

of Mari scholars saw the term ḫanûm as an ethnonym that identified a distinct 

                                                 
475 Arno Poebel, Sumerischen Studien, MVAeG 26 (1921): 40. 
476 Although much maligned in Mesopotamian literature, it seems clear that the Guti retained a level 
of control over central Babylonia following their role in the collapse of the Akkad dynasty.  Walther 
Sallaberger and Aage Westenholz, Akkade-Zeit und Ur III-Zeit (Mesopotamien 3; eds. Pascal Attinger 
and Markus Wäfler; OBO 160/3; eds. Othmar Keel and Christoph Uehlinger; Freiburg, Schweiz: 
Universitätsverlag, 1999), 94.  Van de Mieroop writes that “in Babylonia, the Gutians took over several 
city-states and may have been the strongest power in the region.  Gutian rulers even presented 
themselves as heirs to the Akkad dynasty.”  Van de Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East, ca. 3000-
323 BC, 71.  
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population group or tribe within the Mari archives, continued research has shown 

that in its most general sense the term meant “tent-dweller.”477  In other words, 

“ḫana designates the entire category of those who live on the move, at a distance 

from the permanent settlements specified by the world alum (‘town’).”478   

 Additionally, the Mari texts repeatedly demonstrate that the Sim’alites 

claimed the name Ḫana in an exclusionary fashion undocumented for the other Mari 

tribes.  We see this claim most strongly in Zimri-Lim’s title “king of Mari and the 

land of the Ḫana (māt ḫana).”  As Fleming writes:  

Mari and the māt Ḫana are not the same as Kurdȃ and the māt Numḫȃ or Andarig 
and the māt Yamutbalim, because the word “ḫana” first of all defines the entire 
mobile way of life, and the tribal association with the Sim’alites is secondary.  
Under Zimri-Lim, at least, if the world “ḫana” in the titular is to be read with the 
common meaning found in his circle, the king identified the tribal element of 
his realm by its mobile pastoralist “tent-dwelling” component only.  The effect 
of the titular is to give primacy to the ideology of tribal mobility, in spite of the 

strong sedentary component to actual Sim’alite life.479 
 

Thus, despite ḫanûm’s primary meaning of “ten-dweller,” the Sim’alites consistently 

used it as a form of self-reference to the exclusion of other groups, thereby defining 

their own tribal identity with an ideology of pastoral mobility.  In fact, my own 

survey of the published Mari texts to-date indicates that intra-group use of aḫum to 

identify individual Sim’alites stressed Ḫana “brotherhood” across the boundaries of 

this population’s named sub-units (i.e. gayū), creating a striking equivalence 

between Sim’alite and Ḫana identity and representing these groups as a single 

                                                 
477 Durand, “Unité et diversités au proche-orient à ‘epoque amorrite,” 113; Fleming, Democracy’s 
Ancient Ancestors, 47-49.  I. J. Gelb was ahead of his time by suggesting such an interpretation of the 
term ḫanûm in his 1961 article “The Early History of the West Semitic Peoples,” 37.  For more on the 
Ḫana as a tribe or ethnonym, see: Anbar, Les tribus de Mari, 80-88; Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari, 
35; Kupper, Les nomades en Mésopotamie au temps des rois de Mari, 1-46.   
 
479 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 150. 
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people and a united political body-in-action.480  This is the opposite of the intra-

group use of aḫum by individual Yaminites, which restrict the usage to people of the 

same sub-unit (i.e. li’mū), thereby emphasizing the distinct boundaries of kinship 

and politics at play among the Sim’alites and Yaminites.  As a result, the Sim’alites’ 

use of the name Ḫana excludes others from this identity, undermining its usage to 

signify a larger population that incorporated the Yaminites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal 

together.  Nevertheless, it is necessary to note that lines 3’-4’ of A.3572 do describe 

the Sim’alites and Yamutbal as “partners and divisions of the ḫanû” (at-ḫu-ú ú pu-úr-

sà-at ḫa-na-meš); a phrase that numerous scholars have read as an indication that 

these two groups shared a tradition of descent from a common ancestor named 

“Ḫana.”481  Close analysis of this text is essential for my interpretation of the Inter-

Group Aḫum Texts, and I will return to it in the following section on the political 

identities of the Mari tribes below. 

 Additional texts from Mari further weaken the notion that references to 

“brotherhood” between the tribes reflect a conception of shared descent and 

peoplehood.  Above all, there is the Yamutbal’s simultaneous identification as a 

                                                 
480 In light of the present chapter’s focus on the inter-group use of aḫum, I have excluded an 
examination of this term’s intra-group use among the Mari tribes.  My research goals include the 
presentation and publication of my observations on this use of fraternal kin terms in the near future.  
481 In his initial publication of the text, Durand argues that the phrase pursāt ḫanî identified the 
Sim’alites and Yamutbal as “branches” of a single Ḫana ethnic group.  Durand, “Unité et diversités au 
proche-orient à ‘epoque amorrite,” 116.  Heimpel follows Durand, and understands the text as a claim 
to shared descent from a single eponymous ancestor in his study of the Mari letters.  Heimpel, Letters 
to the King of Mari, 35. Miglio then follows Heimpel’s interpretation, and takes this text as evidence 
that the Sim’alites and Yamutbal inter-married prior to an alliance between the groups in Zimri-Lim’s 
fourth regnal year.  He writes: “While the vocabulary and uncertain historical context of this letter 
makes its interpretation challenging, it seems to trace the two tribes’ lineages back to the Hana, 
which is understood here as an ethnic appellative (as in the so-called, genealogy of Hammu-rāpî’s 
Dynasty).” Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority during the Reign of Zimrī-Līm (c. 1775-1762),” 
138. 
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“brother” and an “enemy/outsider” by different Mari tribes in the Inter-Group Aḫum 

Texts.  I showed previously that the Sim’alites and Numḫians refer to one another 

with the term aḫum in ARM XXVII 68 and A.3577.  In contrast, A.3572 emphasizes 

that the Sim’alites’ and Yamutbal were aḫḫū.  The theory that the Sim’alites, Numḫa, 

and Yamutbal asserted a common ancestor would suggest that the Numḫa and 

Yamutbal were also aḫḫū, and thus also descendants of “Ḫana.”  However, in lines 

30-31 of ARM XXVII 68 the Numḫians state, “Our brother[s], what do you have 

against us?  We are searching for our enemies, the [Yam]utbaleans” (aḫ-ḫ[u]-ni mi-

nam ti-ša-an-ni-ši-im lú-meš na-ak-ri-ni [ia-m]u-ut-ba-li-iki ni-sa-aḫ-ḫu-ur).  These lines 

place the terms aḫum and nakrum in direct opposition, indicating their description of 

mutually exclusive categories. 

  The noun nakrum derives from the verbal root nakārum, “to become hostile, 

to be or become an enemy, to engage in hostilities, to be at war, to rebel against a 

ruler, to be an alien, an outsider, to become estranged.”482  In other words, the 

Numḫians describe the Yamutbalians in ARM XXVII 68 as hostile outsiders, while 

expecting the troops to be non-violent and supportive.  In contrast, A.3572 strongly 

asserts the Yamutbal’s “brotherhood” with the Sim’alites.  The textual evidence 

produces an alarming degree of dissonance for an interpretation of aḫum’s use in 

this context as a reflection of shared descent, a fact that at least one scholar 

studying the Mari tribes has noted.483  Nor is it possible to explain this divergence as 

proof of genealogical fluidity between the Sim’alites and the Numḫa, considering 

                                                 
482 CAD s.v. nakāru. 
483 Streck, “Zwischen Weide, Dorf und Stadt,” 177-178. 
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that the inter-group context of the Numḫian’s description of the Yamutbal as nakrīni 

would have rendered this statement unintelligible to the non-Numḫian addressees, 

unless both parties understood this terminological set (i.e. aḫum and nakrum) as 

referring to different types of inter-group relationships. 

  Internal evidence from the Mari archives shows that an appeal to the tribes’ 

supposed shared identity as Amorrites is equally incapable of explaining references 

to these named peoples as “brothers” in the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts.  The term 

amurrû has two identifiable referents in the Mari archives: 1) a western polity named 

Amurrum, and 2) a population type that transcended the boundaries of various 

kingdoms and named peoples.484  However, both uses are rare within this corpus of 

texts.  Nevertheless, a handful of sources differentiate between “Amorrites” (amurrû) 

and “Akkadians” (akkadû).  These include A.361 and A.489.485  In addition, ARM VI 76 

offers a provocative dual description of Zimri-Lim’s subject population as including 

both the ḫana and the “Akkadian.” 486  This separation strongly resembles the 

opposition of “Amorrites” versus “Akkadians” in A.361 and A.489, and points toward 

some type of categorical differentiation between Amorrite/Ḫana and Akkadian 

                                                 
484 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 205.  Sasson provides a fuller and more nuanced 
breakdown of amurrû’s appearance in the Mari archives in “About ‘Mari and the Bible,’” 121-123.  
Understandings of the Mari tribes that were dominant at the time of publication, but are no longer 
widely held, color Sasson’s nuanced overview of the term’s presence in this textual corpus.  This 
includes the assumption that the Ḫana constitute a distinct tribal group, over against the Sim’alites 
and Yaminites. 
485 Col.iii 14’)…ṣa-ab a-m[u-ri-im] 15’) ù a-ka-di-im… (A.361). Domonique Charpin, “Un traité entre Zimri-
Lim de Mari et Ibâl-pî-El II d’Ešnunna,” in Marchands, diplomats et empéreurs: Études sur la civilization 
mésopotamienne offertes à Paul Garelli (eds. Domonique Charpin and Francis Joannès; Paris: Éditions 
Recherche sur les Civilisations, 1991), 141. A.489 describes Zimri-Lim as: lugal ak-ka-d[i-i]m ù a-m[u-
u]r-ri-im… Durand, “Unité et diversités au Proche-Orient à l’époque Amorrite,” 113, no.137.  A later 
text from the reign of Ammi-ṣaduqa, the Babylonian king, makes a similar distinction between 
Amorrites and Akkadians. See: F. R. Kraus, Ein Edikt des Königs Ammi-ṣaduqa von Babylon (Leiden: Brill, 
1958), 30, paras. 2’: 9’; 4’:24; 6’:1.  
486 20) [ki-ma] lugal ḫa-na-meš at-ta 21) [ù š]a-ni-iš lugal ak-ka-di-im at-ta (ARM VI 76; LAPO 17 732). 
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peoples, which particular scholars have interpreted within the framework of ethnic 

dichotomization.487   

 Yet, the criteria and viewpoint of this dichotomy do not provide firm 

boundaries for the construction and maintenance of an Amorrite ethnic identity 

amongst the Mari tribes. First, additional texts show that the terms amurrû and 

akkadû refer most clearly to language use and geography in texts from Mari, with 

little to no reference to additional cultural, political, or ideological elements.488  

While language and geography can be important factors in the maintenance of 

separate ethnic identities, these elements are far from universal.  Indeed, the lack of 

correlation between language, territory, and ethnicity amongst modern Near 

Eastern groups make it difficult to support such a one-to-one correspondence 

among the populations of the region in the past.489  

  Therefore, just as in the case with the name Ḫana, the Mari tribes’ ascription 

to an Amorrite identity in texts would be the only clear indicator of these groups’ 

affiliation recoverable by modern researchers.  Yet, no actor specifically describes 

the Yaminites, Sim’alites, Numḫa, or Yamutbal as amurrû in the sources published 

                                                 
487 For example, see: Durand, LAPO 16 456; Sasson, “About ‘Mari and the Bible,’” 122. 
488 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 41. Fleming writes elsewhere that, “As I understand the 
evidence, the identification of certain speakers with an “Amorite” language is bound up with the 
distinction of an ‘Amorite’ component to the population, both set against what is ‘Akkadian.’  I prefer 
not to treat this distinction as ‘ethnic,’ a term laden with overtones of separation amidst inequalities 
of power that will only confuse our interpretation of early Mesopotamia.”  Fleming, The Legacy of 
Israel in Judah’s Bible, 209. 
489 On the difficulty of using territory and language as part of a “trait list” that delineates ethnic group 
membership amongst modern Near Eastern peoples, and the relevance this bears for the study of 
ancient ethnic groups, see: Kathryn A. Kamp and Norman Yoffee, “Ethnicity in Ancient Western Asia 
during the Early Second Millennium B.C.: Archaeological Assessments and Ethnoarchaeological 
Perspectives,” BASOR 237 (1980): 95-96.   
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to-date from Mari, nor do these groups ever describe themselves using this term.490  

In fact, amurrû is so uncommon in the Mari archives that Fleming writes, “so far as 

the word…defined some category of interest to the circle of Zimri-Lim and his 

people, it was not relevant to the everyday experience of the supporters and 

servants who constantly reported to the palace.”491  Nevertheless, Charpin and 

Durand have argued that Elamite intrusion into Mesopotamia in the tenth-eleventh 

regnal years of Zimri-Lim produced “une conscience ethnique particulière” among 

the Amorrites, which resulted in their military solidarity against the forces of 

Elam.492   

  Text A.3080 has stood as the prime evidence for the hypothesized 

development of a pan-Amorrite ethnic solidarity against Elam.  In this letter, the 

king of one Yaminite li’mum, Ḫammi-ištamar, writes to Zimri-Lim and explains that 

despite delays, the Uprapû were ready to confront the Elamites.  The significance of 

this letter lies in lines 12-24, wherein Ḫammi-ištamar quotes the unattested letter 

from Zimri-Lim that has compelled his response: “If they indeed come to the Aḫ 

Purattim, they will not make distinctions, like the termites of the riverbank, where 

one is white and one is black.  Will they say thus: ‘This city belongs to the Sim’alites 

and this city belongs to the Yaminites?’  They will not compare, just like a river’s 

                                                 
490 My conclusion on this point is based on passive research, and relies on Fleming’s contentions in 
Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 40.   
491 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 206-207. 
492 Dominique Charpin and Jean-Marie Durand, “La suzeraineté de l’empereur (Sukkalmah) d’Elam sur 
la Mésopotamie et le ‘nationalisme’ amorrite,” in Mésopotamie et Elam: Actes de la XXXVIe Rencontre 
Assyriologique Internationale, Gand, 10-14 juillet 1989 (ed. L. de Meyer and H. Gashe; Gent: 1991), 65. 
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flood water, which (flows) from upstream to downstream.”493  As Miglio notes, this 

letter needs to be understood within the context of an increasing Elamite presence 

in the Ḫabur triangle, and unrest among Mari’s vassal kings in that region.494  

Consequently, the message’s purpose is to compel the support of the Uprapian 

Yaminites in the upcoming Sim’alite offensive against the Elamites.  Significantly, 

the Elamite incursion “held the potential to incite another Yamīna revolt and open a 

second war-front…”495  Thus, the solidarity invoked in this message is far from pan-

Amorrite, and relates to the more specific tribal realpolitik that maintained Zimri-

Lim’s kingdom.  In fact, although Durand interprets the otherwise unattested Št2 

form of the verb parāsum in line 17 (uš-ta-pa-ra-sú) as reflexive, it seems more likely 

that this conjugation is reciprocal, signifying a causative sense of the Gt-stem “to be 

separate.”496  As a result, use of this form signifies that the Elamites “will not make 

distinctions” (uštaparrasu), indicating an inter-communal conception of their 

fundamental difference, which was as clear to them as the color of insects on the 

                                                 
493 12) …šum-ma a-na a-aḫ pu-[r]a-tim 13) a-la-ku-um-ma i-la-ku-nim 14) ú-ul ki-ma ri-im-ma-tim 15) ša ki-
ša-di-im ša iš-te-et 16) pé-ṣé-et ù iš-te-et 17) ṣa-ar-ma-at uš-ta-pa-ra-sú 18) ke-em-mi- i-qa-ab-bu-ú 19) um-
ma-a-mi a-lum an-nu-um 20) dumu si-im-al 21) ù a-lum an-nu-um dumu ia-mi-na 22) ú-ul ki-ma mi-li-im ša 
na-ri-im 23) ša e-le-im a-na ša-ap-[lim] 24) uš-ta-ma-ḫa-ru (A.3080).  In his initial publication of this text, 
Durand interpreted these lines as a continuation of Ḫammi-ištamar’s report to his Sim’alite 
sovereign.   Jean-Marie Durand, “Fourmis blanches et fourmis noires,” in Contribution à l’histoire de 
l’Iran: Mélanges offerts à Jean Perrot (ed. F. Vallat; Paris: Éditions Recherche sur les Civilisations, 1990), 
100-108.  However, Anbar has shown that the word kêmmi in line 17, which would be difficult to 
understand within direct discourse, is well attested as an indication of quoted speech.  This also 
explains Ḫammi-ištamar’s statement in lines 25-26, “Why has my lord sent this message” (be-lí a-na 
[mi-nim] an-ni-tam iš-pu-ra-am)?  Moshé Anbar, “ (7ועלה על כל אפיקיו והלך על כל גדותוי )יש ח'  ,” Eretz-Israel 
24 (1993):158-160.   
494 Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 187. 
495 Ibid., 188. 
496 Ibid., 190. 
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riverbank.497  Furthermore, it is striking that this attempt to secure Uprapean 

support for the war effort lacks any reference to kinship, or more specifically 

“brotherhood,” between the Yaminites and Sim’alites that might indicate a notion of 

ethnic unity or a shared identity as amurrû.  Indeed, as Miglio writes, A.3080 “gives 

no indication of a nascent Amurrite kin-based solidarity or nationalist response to 

the Elamites.”498  Indeed, alongside this ascriptive silence, there is no sign that the 

Mari tribes ever acted, or considered themselves to be, a unitary group.499   

  In agreement with these text-based observations concerning the relationship 

between the Mari tribes, scholars have begun to abandon analytical approaches that 

essentialize the Amorrites as a distinct ethnic or tribal group in general.  For 

instance, Porter has proposed that the perceived “culture gap” between Early and 

Middle Bronze Age assemblages in Syria, traditionally associated with the 

infiltration of a new ethnic presence, is actually a transitional period that saw “some 

Early Bronze forms continue, some develop into the shapes characteristic of the 

later periods, and entirely new shapes appear, all at the same time.”500  As a result, 

Porter has suggested that the terms mar-tu/amurrû actually identifies individuals as 

mobile pastoralists, not members of a distinct ethnic group or polity.501 

                                                 
497 For more on the term rimmatum, see: Anbar, “)7 '159 ”,ועלה על כל אפיקיו והלך על כל גדותוי )יש ח; 
Durand, “Fourmis blanches et fourmis noires,” 107; Wolfgang Heimpel, “Termites and Ants,” NABU 
(1997/3): 96-97.  
498 Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 194. 
499 Geoff Emberling and Norman Yoffee, “Thinking about Ethnicity in Mesopotamian Archaeology and 
History” in Fluchtpunkt Uruk: Archäologische Einheit aus methodischer Vielfalt, Schriften für Hans Jörg Nissen 
(eds. Hartmut Kühne, Reinhard Berbeck, and Karin Bartl; Internationale Archäologie Studia 
Honoraria 6; ed. Claus Dobiat and Klaus Leidorf; Rahden: Verlag Marie Leidorf GmbH, 1999), 277. 
500 Porter, “You Say Potato, I Say…Typology, Chronology and the Origins of the Amorites,” 79. 
501 Miglio has shown that this meaning is identifiable in A.361 and A.489 as well, where the reader 
encounters the juxtaposition of the terms amurrû and akkadû.  Miglio, “Solidarity and Political 
Authority During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 177.  Sallaberger has proposed a similar interpretation of 
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I do not mean that Mardu is a term meaning a profession like ‘priest’ or 
‘overseer.’  It does not stand for ‘shepherd’ or ‘animal herder’ (although Mardu 
often are these), but instead that the Mardu are people who define themselves 
as mobile pastoralists – whatever they actually do and wherever they are 
actually located.  The term says nothing about their ethnicity, political 
affiliation, occupation, or even point of origin, but its deployment in distinction 
to other mobile groups suggests that it may carry, in much the same way as 
Fleming…proposes for the name “Hana” in the Mari texts, a sense of ‘our mobile 

groups.’502 
 

As the name of those who practiced a particular socio-economic strategy, rather 

than a distinct ethnos, it has become clear that so-called “Amorrites” were not 

outsiders to Mesopotamian civilization, but rather an intrinsic component of it.  

Their representation as enemies in Ur III period texts is thus not the result of their 

foreign status, but rather because of the internal competition for control of southern 

Mesopotamia, they represented to the rulers of the Third Dynasty of Ur, especially 

after King Šulgi’s consolidation of state control over the region’s pastureland.503  

  As this examination shows, the available textual evidence does not support 

the theory that the Mari tribes conceived of themselves as a single people or polity.  

Despite the appearance of similar eponyms, the focus on royal succession in the GHD, 

AKL, and FM III 4 [M.12803] makes these sources unreliable reflections of whatever 

genealogical traditions the Yaminites, Sim’alites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal might have 

sighted to validate their inter-group relations.  In addition, internal textual evidence 

from the archives themselves, which shows the Yamutbal’s contradictory 

identification as an aḫum and a nakrum to different peoples and discrepancies in the 

                                                 
mar-tu, reached independently of Porter’s work.  Walther Sallaberger, “From Urban Culture to 
Nomadism: A History of Upper Mesopotamia in the Late Third Millennium,” in Sociétés humaines et 
changement climatique à la fin du troisième millénaire: une crise a-t-elle eu lieu en haute mésopotamie? Actes du 
Colloque de Lyon 5-8 décembre 2005 (eds. Catherine Kuzucuoğlu and Catherine Marro; Paris: Institute 
français d’études anatoliennes-Georges Dumezil, 2007), 445.    
502 Porter, Mobile Pastoralism and the Formation of Near Eastern Civilization, 319-320. 
503 Ibid., 323.   
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tribes’ ascription to an identity as Ḫana, demonstrates that the word “brother” does 

not describe an inclusionary relationship based on an enduring higher-order 

identity represented by a shared name.  In fact, textual evidence related to the ritual 

practices necessary for the conclusion of alliances between population groups at 

Mari underscores these peoples’ character as separate polities, and that the term 

aḫum most likely identified individuals and groups as complimentary “others” 

within a specifically tribal political context.  

 

The Ḫipšum-Alliance and Aḫum’s Identification of the Complimentary Political 

“Other” 

 By reorienting the present discussion away from hypothesized genealogies of 

the Mari tribes to citations of a particular rite within the sphere of Old Babylonian 

period tribal politics, it is possible to more satisfyingly explain the peculiarities 

surrounding the inter-group use of aḫum by the Mari tribes.  More specifically, it 

appears that Zimri-Lim frequently exploited a particular relationship known as a 

ḫipšum in order to stabilize Sim’alite foreign affairs with other tribal groups, such as 

the Numḫa, Yamutbal, and Mutebal, during the 18th century BCE.  Significantly, these 

are the same peoples that the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts link to the Sim’alites as 

“brothers.”  Thus, despite a lack of texts that directly link use of aḫum within the 

context of a ḫipšum, a close reading of the sources may indicate that this term 

functioned within the context of such an alliance to identify peoples that held an 

associative connection as complimentary political “others.”  Nevertheless, in light of 

the limited attestation of the term ḫipšum, I regard the conclusions that I present 
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below as preliminary in nature, and subject to reevaluation should new evidence 

arise.  

 Durand describes the ḫipšum as a form of alliance reserved for tribal groups, 

which “allowed, among other things, for the establishment of intermarriage 

between two heterogeneous groups, military alliance and the unmolested pasturing 

of herds.”504  As such, use of the ḫipšum among the Mari tribes can be understood as 

“a uniquely suited means for tribes to conduct inter-tribal relations.  The ḫipšum-

alliance overcame the exclusive mechanical solidarity that defined tribes’ domestic 

politics; furthermore, it permitted tribes to negotiate the interests of their 

pastoralist components in a world without conventionally conceived of geo-political 

borders.”505  Textual evidence also links the ḫipšum to a specific ritual, which Lafont 

identifies with the phrase ḫayāram qaṭālum, or “to kill the donkey.”506  This phrase 

was not a mere metaphor for the establishment of a treaty.  Rather, the sacrifice of a 

ḫayārum, or “donkey,” was an integral event in the establishment of the alliance.507  

                                                 
504 “…elle permettait, entre autres, d’établir entre deux groups hétérogènes l’inter-mariage, l’alliance 
militaire et le libre parcours des troupeaux.”  Jean-Marie Durand, “Assyrilogie,” in Annuaire du collège 
de France 2000-2001 (Paris: Collège de France, 2001), 702.  See also: Jean-Marie Durand, “Assyrilogie,” in 
Annuaire du collège de France 2001-2002 (Paris: Collège de France, 2002), 750-751.  Regarding the term 
ḫipšum’s origin, Miglio has argued that it derives from the hypothesized Proto-Semitic root √ḥpś, 
related to lemma concerning “gathering” known from Hebrew (√ḥpś, “to gather, seek out”), Ugaritic 
(√ḥpš, “to gather”), Aramaic (√ḥps), and Arabic (ḥafaša, “to gather”).  It appears that “the word 
ḫipšum, a pirs noun, etymologically identified a ‘gathering’ of pastoralists, although this lemma is used 
with the extended meaning in the Mari correspondence of a gathering of pastoralists for the purpose, 
or as a result, of concluding an alliance.”  Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign 
of Zimrī-Līm,” 133.  Fleming has thoroughly documented the gathering of pastoralists in the Mari 
archives for the purpose of making political decisions relevant to the group as a whole, signified by 
the general term puḫrum and the more technically tribal riḫṣum.  Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient 
Ancestors, 203-210. 
505 Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 145. 
506 Durand, “Assyrilogie,” (2002): 750-751; Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign 
of Zimrī-Līm,” 47-48.  For a detailed discussion of this ritual’s reference in the Mari archives, see: 
Lafont, “Relations internationales, alliances et diplomatie au temps de royaumes amorrites,” 263-271. 
507 Lafont, “Relations internationales, alliances et diplomatie au temps de royaumes amorrites,” 266. 
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The close association between the ḫipšum and the sacrifice of equidae makes it 

possible to recognize discussion of tribal alliances even when sources solely report 

the completion of, or preparations for, the ḫayāram qaṭālum ritual.  This is a 

significant observation, due to the fact that reports concerning the ḫayāram qaṭālum 

show that ḫipšum-alliances represented mutable, and inherently political, 

relationships.  In other words, they were subject to negotiation and changing inter-

tribal dynamics, and required periodic formal reinstatement.   

   In his 2010 dissertation on the political authority of Zimri-Lim, Miglio 

convincingly shows that Zimri-Lim privileged the inter-tribal solidarity that ḫipšum-

alliances produced in foreign politics over the system of legal authority that marked 

international relations between rulers and their city-based mātū in southern 

Mesopotamia during the early second millennium BCE.508  Indeed, his preference for 

this relationship between two peoples, as opposed to urban-centered polities, may 

have eventually undercut his authority on the regional political stage following the 

war with Elam, and accelerated the eventual fall of the Sim’alite kingdom of Mari.  

Most importantly for the present dissertation, the author demonstrates that Zimri-

Lim and the Sim’alites’ used the ḫipšum in order to organize relations with peoples 

that were considered foreign or “other” to their own body politic.  Thus, contra 

Durand’s assertion that the ḫipšum drew on the legal language of adoption and 

allowed individuals and groups to change tribal identities, as I will discuss below in 

relation to text A.981, it seems clear that ḫipšū-alliances did not result in two 

                                                 
508 Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 145-147. 
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peoples’ assertion of a shared identity marked by ascription to a single name.509  

Accordingly, such an affiliation was only necessary and applicable for relations 

between groups that considered themselves socially and politically independent, 

and therefore in need of a ritual mechanism to validate their mutually supportive 

interaction.  By examining evidence for ḫipšū-alliances uniting the Sim’alites to the 

Numḫa, Yamutbal, and Mutebal, it is clear that aḫum marked these groups as 

complimentary political “others” within such an associative relationship.510 

 

The Ḫipšum-Alliances between the Sim’alites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal 

 The Mari archives are unambiguous in their description of the political 

relationship between Zimri-Lim and the respective rulers of Kurda and Andarig.511  

Evidence for parallel relations between the Sim’alites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal as 

tribal groups also exists.  In particular, letters from Mari retain explicit references to 

the Sim’alites and Yamutbal as members of a ḫipšum, as well as the privileges that 

this relationship bestowed.  I will show that this relationship provides the 

appropriate backdrop for understanding Ḫittipanum’s emphatic assertion that the 

                                                 
509 Ibid., 45-58.  For the argument that the ḫipšum and ḫayāram qaṭālum constituted a form of “tribal 
adoption,” see:  Durand, “Assyrilogie,” (2002), 751; ibid, “Unité et diversités au proche-orient à 
‘epoque amorrite,” 117-120; Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 97-103; Sasson, “About ‘Mari and 
the Bible,’” 105.   
510 In a brief note concerning a ḫipšum-alliance between the Sim’alites and the Yaminites of Alaḫtum 
in FM VII 46, Durand presages my argument when he writes the following: “Le terme [ḫipšum] est 
relativement rare parce que non babylonien et on peut présumer que telle était la réalité qui est, dans 
la plupart des cas, occultée par le standard atḫûtum.”  Jean-Marie Durand, “Le culte d’Addu d’Alep et 
l’affaire d’Alahtum,” FM VII, 154. 
511 For references to the positive political relationship between these cities’ kings, see: ARM XXVI/2 
404, 408, 409, 410, ARM XXVII 71, 72, 79, 159, ARM XXVIII 162, FM II 117, 118, 122.  Interestingly, of the 
three kings of Kurda attested during the reign of Zimri-Lim (Simah-ilane, Bunu-Eštar, and 
Hammurabi), only the first two are designated the Mari ruler’s “brother” (aḫum), while the second is 
described in LAPO 17 545 as his “son” (mārum).  Lafont, “Relations internationales, alliances et 
diplomatie au temps de royaumes Amorrites,” 237. 
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Sim’alites and the Yamutbal are “brothers” in the Inter-Group Aḫum Text A.3572, 

including his enigmatic reference to these groups as “partners and divisions of the 

ḫanû.”  Moreover, while there is evidence for the conclusion of a ḫipšum-alliance 

between the Numḫa and Yamutbal during Zimri-Lim’s third year of rule, the 

enduring enmity between these groups dissolved the accord, and another attempt to 

stabilize political relations failed late in the king’s reign.512  The resulting lines of 

alliance correspond directly to the respective assertions of “brotherhood” between 

the Sim’alites and the Numḫa and the Sim’alites and the Yamutbal in the Inter-Group 

Aḫum Texts, while also agreeing with the Numḫa’s description of the Yamutbal as 

nakrū, or “enemies,” in ARM XXVII 68.       

Textual evidence from the first year of Zimri-Lim’s rule attests to the close 

relationship between the Sim’alites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal.  In A.1098, which I cited 

above, the powerful Sim’alite mer‘um Bannum tells the king how he should respond 

to those desiring to replace him while he campaigns in the Aḫ Purattim.  Bannum’s 

message clearly states that prior to solidifying Sim’alite control of the Aḫ Purattim, 

he “was establishing the positions of the Sim’alites, the Numḫa, and the Yamutbal” 

(iš-di [dum]u si-im-a-al nu-um-ḫa ia-mu-ut-ba-alki ša-ki-in-ma).513  The precise meaning 

of the phrase išdī šakānum, or “to establish the positions,” in lines 10’-11’ is unclear in 

this context.  However, lines 11’-12’ link Bannum’s subsequent “establishment” of 

the Sim’alites’ “position” in the Aḫ Purattim (iš-di-ku-nu i-na a-aḫ pu-ra-at-tim ú-ki-in) 

                                                 
512 Georges Dossin, “Les archives épistolaires du palais du Mari,” Syria 19 (1938): 108.  On the proposed 
alliance between Hammurabi of Kurda and Atamrum of Andarig, and thus the Numḫa and Yamutbal, 
see ARM XXVI/2 410:10’-12’. 
513 A.1098:10’-11’. 
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to the conquest of fortresses.  Thus, the mer‘um’s previous work with the Numḫa and 

the Yamutbal in the “steppe” (nawûm) may have been of a joint military character, 

which would accord with the existence of ḫipšum relationship between all tribal 

parties.   

  Although I have found no direct reference to such an accord between the 

Sim’alites and the Numḫa from the reign of Zimri-Lim, FM II 117:9-15 uses a 

particular idiom to describe the close bond between these peoples:  “May our lord 

make plans to expel Simaḫ-ilane from where he dwells, so that our lord may return 

the Sim’alites and the Numḫa to being a single finger that it is not suitable to 

separate” ( be-el-ni li-iṣ-ri-im-ma Isi-ma-aḫ-i-la-a-né-e a-šar wa-aš-bu li-še-ṣe-em-ma 

dumu si-ma!-le-em ù dumu nu-ma-ḫa-a a-na ú-ba-nim iš-te-et  ša a-na ša-ta-qí-im la i-re-

ed-du-ú be-el-ni li-te-er).  Though this passage does not specifically refer to a ḫipšum 

between the Sim’alites and the Numḫa, Lafont has shown that the phrase ubānum 

ištēt (“a single finger”), which occurs in line 13 of this letter, is a common metaphor 

for a close union between political partners in Old Babylonian diplomatic 

discourse.514  Thus, the author’s language in this passage intimates a prior political 

relationship between the two bodies, defined tribally in line 12 as “the Sim’alites” 

(dumu si-ma!-le-em) and “the Numḫa” (dumu nu-ma-ḫa-a).515  A further hint of the 

                                                 
514 Lafont, “Relations internationales, alliances et diplomatie au temps de royaumes amorrites,” 259.  
Interestingly, this phraseology seems to represent the Sim’alites and Numḫa as political peers.  In 
other words, this is not the language used to describe a sovereign-vassal relationship.  However, the 
majority of FM II 117 and 118 are devoted to Zimri-Lim’s anger at Simaḫ-ilane’s presumption to 
address him “in brotherhood” (atḫūtum) rather than “in son-ship” (mārūtum).  Thus, there seems to 
be a discrepancy between the relative political status of the Sima’lites and the Numḫa as tribal 
groups, and that of the kings of Mari and Kurda. 
515 The Mari scribes were notoriously inconsistent in their use of determinatives.  Thus, it is 

unsurprising that dumu should lack the plural marker meš in this passage, despite the fact that context 

clearly defines the names dumu si-ma!-le-em and dumu nu-ma-ḫa-a as plural entities.   
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political relationship between the tribal groups appears in ARM XXVII 19, wherein 

the Numḫian king of Kurda, Bunu-Eštar, asserts that despite the constant badgering 

of Ešnunna, “I will not make peace without Zimri-Lim and the Ḫana…”516  In this 

statement, the Numḫian ruler defines his political obligation not only to Zimri-Lim, 

but also to the Sim’alites, identified here as the Ḫana according to popular custom.  

Interestingly, the Inter-Group Aḫum Text A.3577 shows that while the relationship 

between Zimri-Lim and Hammurabi may have been contentious, the solidarity of the 

Numḫa to the Sim’alites remained steadfast, as the assembly’s rejection of the 

proposed alliance with Babylon shows. 

  In contrast to the indirect evidence for the political relationship between the 

Sim’alites and the Numḫa, the Mari archives contain explicit reference to the 

ḫipšum-alliance that bound the Sim’alites and the Yamutbal.  The evidence of this 

relationship is so clear that Miglio has traced its impact on the political and military 

actions of Zimri-Lim throughout his reign, as well as the ire it elicited from the 

Numḫa.517  The clearest reference to the two groups’ partnership appears in ARM 

XXVIII 36:12-16, which states: “the Ḫana Sim’alites and the Yamutbal are a ḫipšum – 

the one may make a familial bond with the other” (ḫa-na dumu si-im-a-al ù ia-mu-ut-

ba-lum ḫi-ip-šum a-ḫu-u[m] it-ti a-ḫi-im sa-lu-tam i-pé-eš).518  This letter directly 

associates the ḫipšum-alliance with the term salūtum.  Although salūtum is otherwise 

unattested, its consonantal structure is related to the term salātum, which context 

                                                 
516 14) ba-lu-um 15) Izi-im-ri-li-im 16) ù ḫa-na-meš ú-ul a-sa-lim (ARM XXVII 19). 
517 Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 133-145.  
518 I have translated the 3rd common singular durative form of the verb epēšum in line 16 of ARM 
XXVIII 36 as connoting potential or probable action.  For more on the potential modal meaning of the 
durative conjugation, see: Huehnergard, A Grammar of Akkadian, 99.  
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defines in other letters as “affinal kin,” or kinsmen by marriage.519  Therefore, as 

Durand has pointed out, the ḫipšum seems to have allowed for the inter-marriage of 

two otherwise distinct tribal groups.  Importantly, ethnographic research 

demonstrates that the recurrent practice of exogamous marriages between tribes 

often functions to maintain the positive interaction of separate peoples, as a by-

product of their continuous connection as affinal kin.520  Diplomatic marriages 

between Old Babylonian courts were also common, figuring prominently in letters 

between kings.521  In this context as well, the function of the marriage was to solidify 

royal alliances, which also exploited the symbolism of the patrimonial household, by 

introducing affinal kin ties. 522  This comparison underscores the inherently political 

character of the ḫipšum, despite its evocation of the moral-ethical obligations of 

familial relationships.523 

                                                 
519 On salūtum/salātum, see: OBTR 132, SH 874.  See also: Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority 
During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 127, no.4. 
520 Godelier has recently reasserted that alliance, made possible through various forms of exchange 
between separate groups (particularly, though not necessarily, the exchange of women for marriage), 
is one of the core building blocks of kinship.  Godelier’s position builds on Lévi-Strauss’ influential 
thesis in Les structures élémentaire de la Parenté regarding the exchange of women as the basis of 
kinship, but he emphasizes that the forms of exchange that he identifies should not be regarded as a 
general theory, and need to be studied in light of broader perspectives, as well as cultural 
particularisms.  Maurice Godelier, The Metamorphoses of Kinship (trans. Nora Scott; London: Verso, 
2011), 123-128. 
521 For cases of inter-dynastic marriages between the “great” kings of the Old Babylonian period, see: 
Dominique Charpin et al., “Les représentants de Mari à Babylone,” ARM XXVI/2, 153; Durand, 
“Documents pour l’histoire du royaume de haute-mesopotamie II,” 276-301; FM II 74, ARM X 99 (with 
discussion in Durand, LAPO 18, 384), ARM XXVI 9-16.  However, regional inter-dynastic marriages 
between the sisters and daughters of Zimri-Lim and subordinate rulers are more frequently attested 
in the Mari archives.  For a full discussion on this topic, see: Lafont, “Relations internationals, 
alliances et diplomatie au temps des royaumes Amorrites,” 313-315.  
522 Amanda H. Podany, “Preventing Rebellion through the Creation of Symbolic Ties of Kinship in 
Syria and Mesopotamia during the Second Millennium B.C.,” in Rebellions and Peripheries in the 
Cuneiform World (ed. Seth Richardson; American Oriental Series 91; New Haven: American Oriental 
Society, 2010), 48, 63-65. 
523 It is clear that the use of kinship terminology marked relative political identities within the 
institution of ancient Near Eastern diplomatic discourse.  See: see: Lafont, “Relations internationales, 
alliances et diplomatie au temps de royaumes amorrites,” 232-238.  Evidence in support of this 
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While these factors highlight the identity of the Sim’alites, Numḫa, and 

Yamutbal as political “others,” one text stands out for its apparent description of 

two of these groups as part of a larger people with a single name: the Inter-Group 

Aḫum Text A.3572.  Located in lines 3’-4’ of this letter, Ḫittipanum’s statement that 

“from of old, the Yamutbal and the Sim’alites have been partners and divisions of 

the ḫanû” stands as the most compelling piece of textual evidence to which scholars 

have pointed in support of their argument that the Mari tribes ascribed to a single 

identity under the ethnic appellation Ḫana.  However, I have already shown that the 

appearance of similar eponyms in the GHD and AKL do not provide us access to a 

shared, genealogical tradition that linked the Mari tribes as Amorrites, or “Ḫana,” 

and that neither ḫanû nor amurrû/mar-tu represent the name of an overarching 

ethnic group that incorporated the members of known 2nd millennium tribal groups.  

Rather, these terms identified individuals and groups as mobile pastoralists in 

                                                 
conclusion includes Simaḫ-ilane of Kurda’s motivation for addressing Zimri-Lim as “brother” in FM 
117:27-41, 118:6’-21’, as well as the relationship between Zimri-Lim and Atamrum, the unabashedly 
opportunistic king of Andarig.  Throughout his royal career, Atamrum refers to the king of Mari as 
“father” (abum; ARM XXVI 404:17, 437:17), “big brother” (aḫum rabûm; 404:17, 405:11’, 409:48, 49, 50, 
53, 67, 410:13’), and “brother” (aḫum; ARM XXVI 408:50, 52), always maximizing his relative status to 
the extent acceptable in the contemporary context. Lafont, “Relations internationales, alliances et 
diplomatie au temps de royaumes amorrites,” 239-240.   In addition, certain letters juxtapose political 
and familial identities.  For instance, the Yaminite leader Dadi-ḫadun rhetorically asks Zimri-Lim “am 
I not your maternal uncle” (ul ḫālka anāku) in A.3185, but identifies himself as Zimri-Lim’s “son” 
(mārum) in the letter’s introduction.  Jean-Marie Durand and Michaël Guichard, “Noms d’équidés dans 
les textes de Mari,” Semitica 54 (2012): 12.  In the Amarna Letters, the Mitannian ruler Tušratta’s 
correspondence with Egyptian kings abounds in references to “brotherhood.”  In EA 19 alone, 
Tušratta uses the Akkadian term aḫu no less than 41 times to identify himself and the Pharaoh: EA 
19:1, 4, 17, 18, 20, 21, 23, 24, 25, 30, 32, 34, 35, 39, 40, 43, 44, 47, 49, 53, 54, 56, 59, 60, 61, 63, 64, 65, 66, 68, 
69, 70, 71, 73, 74, 80.  Yet, beginning with this letter, the king of Mittani also refers to himself as 
Amenophis III’s “father-in-law” (emum): 3) Itu-uš-rat-ta LUGAL.GAL e-mi-i[ka] (EA 19).  The evidence 
has led Durand to emphasize “… l’aspect tout relative (et surtout politique) des appellations 
familiales” in this context.  Durand and Guichard, “Noms d’équidés dans les textes de Mari,” 14. I 
thank Prof. Durand for his generosity in making this article available for me to read prior to its 
publication. 
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general.  This approach dramatically clarifies the use of ḫanûm in reference to 

different named peoples in the Mari archives.  Accordingly, a reevaluation of the 

relationship Ḫittipanum’s statement implies for the Sim’alites and the Yamutbal as 

“partners and divisions of the ḫanû” is necessary.     

  First, despite apparent genealogical overtones, the passage’s language is 

highly enigmatic.  Granting that pursātum almost certainly derives from the well-

known verb parāsum (“to stop, separate, divide”), it nevertheless is a hapax 

legomenon.  Therefore, it is possible to make inferences regarding its most general 

connotations, but its situated meaning in this context is lost.  With this in mind, it is 

only possible to say that pursātum describes the Yamutbal and Sim’alites as pieces of 

a larger collectivity defined by the plural noun ḫanû (ḫa-na-meš). 524  Such a 

connection does not require an ethnic interpretation.    

In contrast to pursātum, the noun atḫûm is well-known from multiple written 

contexts.  In the case of A.3572, Durand translates the word as “lines of 

confraternity” and explains his interpretation as follows: 

The fundamental term here is that of athûm, employed complimentary to that of 
ahum “brother.”  ARMT XIII 23:12 also employs it in order to describe the 
conspiracy of seven chiefs who had sworn the destruction of Mari and that God 
must punish.  It is possible that here also, despite the clear context, athûm does 
not have the purely commercial sense of “partner” (CAD).  It must rather be 
interpreted in reference to the common formula between functionaries of the 
same rank “by this let me see your athûtum”; which means “show solidarity 

towards me!”525 
 

                                                 
524 CAD s.v. parāsu. 
525 “Le terme fundamental est ici celui d’athûm, employé complémentairement à celui d’ahum «frère».  
ARMT XIII 23:12 l’emploi aussi pour decrier la conjuration des sept chefs qui ont juré la ruine de Mari 
et que Dieu doit punir.  Il est donc possible qu’ici aussi, athûm, malgré un net context douanier, n’ait 
pas le sens purement commercial de «partenaire» (CAD).  Il doit plutôt être interprété en reference à 
la formule courante entre fonctionnaires de meme rang «Fais qu’en cette occurrence je constate ton 
athûtum»; ce qui signifie «Sois solidaire avec moi!»” Durand, “Unité et diversités au proche-orient à 
‘epoque amorrite,” 116. 
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One can see from this discussion that Durand has recognized that atḫûm identifies a 

particular relationship between the Yamutbal and the Sim’alites in A.3572.  As he 

points out, atḫûm appears frequently in legal and economic contexts, where it 

identifies “members of a group of persons of equal status and age...”526  The choice to 

use the specialized term atḫûm in this setting, rather than the simple plural of aḫum, 

which appears in lines 6’, 8’, and 16’, must be deliberate.  The letter’s author had no 

qualms in representing the Yamutbal and Sim’alites as “brothers,” but chose the 

specific term atḫûm to describe these groups relationship to one another concerning 

the category of ḫanû.  Consequently, despite Durand’s misgivings, I contend that the 

passage’s language emphasizes the Yamutbal and Sim’alites’ partnership as peer 

groups, while deemphasizing a sense of shared kinship related to the term ḫanûm. 

  Moreover, keeping in mind the full body of evidence, it is clear that the 

desire to read the phrase “from of old, the Yamutbal and the Sim’alites have been 

partners and divisions of the ḫanû” as an expression of ethnic sentiment is a product 

of misperceptions concerning the nature of Ḫana identity.  My alternative approach 

to this passage suggests that Ḫittipanum’s description of the relationship between 

the Sim’alites and the Yamutbal actually describes these groups as allied portions of 

the larger Syro-Mesopotamian population that defined themselves as mobile 

pastoralists.527  In other words, they are indeed both part of the ḫanû, but this name 

                                                 
526 CAD s.v. atḫû. 
527 My approach to this text draws on Porter, Mobile Pastoralism and the Formation of Near Eastern 
Civilizations, 319-320.  
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identifies these peoples not by who they are descended from, but by what they do.528  

Thus, rhetorical emphasis on the partnership of the Yamutbal and the Sim’alites as 

“divisions of the ḫanû” is most likely a reference to the ḫipšum-alliance that unites 

them among the multitude of pastoralist groups in the region cited in ARM XXVIII 

36, including the transhumant Numḫa.   

  The network of inter-tribal ḫipšum-alliances that separately bound the 

Sim’alites to the Numḫa and the Yamutbal clarifies the Numḫians’ simultaneous 

reference to the Sim’alites as “brothers” (aḫḫū) and Yamutbalians as “enemies” 

(nakrū) in ARM XXVII 68.  The rhetoric of this letter places these two terms in direct 

opposition, indicating that they reflect mutually exclusive categories in the actors’ 

conception of tribal relations.  Significantly, there is also ample evidence of the 

Numḫa and Yamutbal’s inability to maintain a lasting ḫipšum-alliance, making these 

tribal groups and their affiliated urban-centered mātū perennial political foes.  In a 

letter, which Durand dates to the second month of Zimri-Lim’s fourth regnal year, 

the Sim’alite mer’um Ḫali-ḫadnu states in a letter to the queen mother of Mari, Addu-

duri that “my lord is staying at Ašlakka, and has dispatched me to the district of the 

Numḫa and the Yamutbal.  [I have established] peaceful relat[ions] and goodw[ill] 

between [Bunu-Eštar] and Qarni-Li[m - (between) the Numḫa] and Yamut[bal].”529  

Interestingly, Bunu-Eštar is the only king of Kurda that did not correspond with 

                                                 
528 I have adapted the language of this sentence from Porter, who writes “it is not who the Mardu are 
that is significant, so much as what they do – and what they do is practice a different way of life: 
mobile pastoralism.” Porter, Mobile Pastoralism and the Formation of Near Eastern Civilizations, 319. 
529 8) be-lí i-na áš-la-ka-aki wa-ši!-ib 9) ù i-ia-ti a-na ḫa-la-aṣ 10) nu-um-ḫu-u ù ia-mu-ut-ba-lim 11) iṭ-ru-da-
an-ni-m[a] 12) sa-li-ma-[tim] 13) ù dam-qa-[tim] 14) bi-ri-it [bi-na-eš4-tár] 15) qar-ni-li-[m nu-um-ḫu-ú] 16) ù 
ia-mu-ut-[ba-lim aš-ku-un] (ARM X 157 = LAPO 18 1092). 
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Zimri-Lim as a “brother” (aḫum), but rather in “fatherhood” (abbūtum).530  In the 

context of the final days of the war with Ešnunna, it may be that the preceding letter 

reflects a decision by Zimri-Lim to exploit his political capital over the king of Kurda 

and force the issue of a ḫipšum-alliance between the Numḫa and Yamutbal, a 

relationship that was of deep significance for Mari-based political interests focused 

on a stable perimeter of allied, petty states.531 

  However, the alliance between the Numḫa and the Yamutbal required 

reinstatement following the accession of Hammurabi to the throne of Kurda.  In a 

quoted message in ARM XXVIII 34, Zimri-Lim declares his intention to initiate a 

treaty between Hammurabi and Qarni-Lim, but his success in this regard is unclear.  

It is also uncertain if the proposed accord was envisioned as a tribal alliance, or a 

more limited agreement between the respective kings.532  Nevertheless, in the 

political landscape that took shape following the Elamite invasion in the latter half 

of Zimri-Lim’s reign, Kurda and Andarig once again found themselves at odds with 

one another.  In fact, despite a furious campaign of shuttle diplomacy, Zimri-Lim’s 

“vizier” (lú-sukkal), Ḫabdu-Malik, was unable to secure an alliance between 

                                                 
530 LAPO 17 545 [A.1025], no.f.  For discussion of the political status of the kings of Kurda during the 
reign of Zimri-Lim, see: Lafont, “Relations internationales, alliances et diplomatie au temps de 
royaumes amorrites,” 237.  On the date of this letter, see: Charpin and Ziegler, Mari et le proche-orient à 
l’époque amorrite, 199. 
531 Ibid., 199. 
532 ARM XXVIII 34:4-20.  Line 8 simply refers to Hammurabi and Qarni-Lim swearing the nīš ilī-oath, a 
required component in the establishment of foreign political relations of all types during this period. 
Lafont, “Relations internationales, alliances et diplomatie au temps de royaumes amorrites,” 276.  
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Hammurabi of Kurda and Atamrum of Andarig, and thus also the Numḫa and the 

Yamutbal.533 

  Therefore, the textual record shows that the ḫipšum-alliance forged stable, 

separate political relationships between the Sim’alites and the Numḫa and 

Yamutbal.  However, as a means of conducting tribal foreign relations, the ḫipšum 

could not overcome the enduring territorial and military tensions of the Numḫa and 

the Yamutbal in the area of Jebel Sindjar.  Most importantly for the present 

discussion, this network of contrasting political relationships, and not a conception 

of the tribes’ identity as sub-units of a larger people with a single name, provides the 

only compelling backdrop for understanding the Yamutbal’s simultaneous 

identification as aḫḫū to the Sim’alites in A.3572 and as nakrū to the Numḫa in ARM 

XXVII 68.  Set in this context, it seems clear that these terms described mutually 

exclusive categories of inter-group relations: i.e. aḫum represented the 

complimentary, and nakrum the oppositional, political “other.” 

 

The Ḫipšum-Alliance between the Sim’alites and the Mutebal 

 In his detailed examination of Zimri-Lim’s use of the ḫipšum’s in foreign 

relations, Miglio determines that “the recurrent ḫipšum-alliances between the Sim’āl 

and Yamīna tribes…did not fare as well as that between the Sim’āl and Yamūt-bal.”534  

The well-documented hostility between the Sim’alites and Yaminites, which twice 

                                                 
533 For a discussion of Ḫabdu-Malik’s position as lú-sukkal, see: Several texts document Ḫabdu-Malik’s 
mission.  See: Domonique Charpin, “Les représentants de Mari à Ilân-Ṣurâ,” ARM XXVI/1, 207.  ARM 
XXVI/2 387, 389, 390, 391, 392, 393, etc…  
534 Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 147. 
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erupted into open war, affirms this general conclusion.  However, Miglio asserts that 

Zimri-Lim’s inability to forge a stable ḫipšum relationship with the Yaminites was 

due solely to the ruler’s desire to use the legal authority of the Sim’alite confederacy 

as a proxy for the state in relations with a subject tribal population.  While this 

certainly undercut the Mariote king’s legitimacy in the eyes of the Yaminites, 

additional factors also made any attempt to forge a lasting ḫipšum bond between 

these two groups doomed to failure.  Above all, lack of a shared authoritative 

hierarchy that bound the Yaminite li’mū and their kings made an overarching 

alliance between the Sim’alites and the Yaminites as polities impossible.  Moreover, 

my close examination of supposed references to ḫipšum-alliances between the two 

groups in ARM XXVI/1 39, FM VII 46, and A.981 will show that these texts bear 

witness to a pastiche of accords between the Sim’alites and separate Yaminite 

peoples, and not the confederacy as a whole.  The evidence for differing political 

relationships between particular Yaminite li’mū and the Sim’alites, which included 

separate ḫipšum-alliances, corresponds with the description of the Mutebal as 

“brothers” in FM II 116.  Furthermore, it offers an explanation for the Mari archive’s 

deafening silence concerning a comprehensive “brotherhood” that united the 

Yaminites and Sim’alites as the complimentarily-named halves of a larger ethnic 

group. 

 Although the second and third years of Zimri-Lim’s reign were both marked 

by Yaminite revolts, there is good evidence to suggest that the Sim’alite ruler 

initially enjoyed good relations with at least certain components of this rival tribal 

confederacy.  While there is no direct reference to a pre-existing ḫipšum-alliance 
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between these groups from that period, Zimri-Lim’s decision to marry his sister 

Atrakatum to Sumu-Dabi, king of the Yaminite li’mum of the Yaḫrurû, as well as his 

good relations with Yagiḫ-Addu, king of the Yaminite li’mum of the Yariḫû, certainly 

point in that direction.535  We first encounter allusion to a subsequent ḫipšum-

alliance between Zimri-Lim and a Yaminite people following the latter group’s first 

revolt.  The author of ARM XXVI/1 39 directly states that the Sim’alite king desired, 

and successfully concluded, a ḫipšum-alliance with the Mutebal: “…My lord has 

no[ti]fied me, saying ‘Swear the [nīš] ilī-oath to [me], so that I may [kill] the donke[y] 

of peac[e] with the Mut[e]bal’… Since my lord has established peace with the 

Mutebal, I have observed the commands of my lord” (be-lí ú-na-[ʼ]ì-da-an-ni um-ma-

m[i ni-iš] dingir-meš za-ak-ra-ni[-im] ù anše ḫa-a-ra-a[m] ša sa-li-m[i-im] bi-ri-it mu-t[e]-

ba-al lu-u[q-ṭú-ul]… iš-tu be-lí sa-li-ma-am bi-ri-it mu-te9-ba-al iš-ku-nu wu-ur-ti be-lí-ia aṣ-

ṣú-ur-ma).536  The language of lines 14-15 in this letter specify Zimri-Lim’s wish to 

undertake the ḫayāram qaṭālum ritual, while lines 22-23 intimate that the ḫipšum-

alliance between the Mutebal and the Sim’alites has since been concluded. 

 Two additional texts describe a ḫipšum-alliance between the Sim’alites and a 

Yaminite group.  The first is FM VII 46, which concerns Zimri-Lim’s purchase of the 

city of Alaḫtum and the surrounding country from the young king of Yamḫad, 

Hammurabi.537  As part of the sales-pitch, Zimri-Lim’s agent in Aleppo, Šu-nuḫra-

                                                 
535 On Sumu-Dabi and Yagiḫ-Addu’s positions as kings of Yaminite li’mū, see: Durand, “Peuplement et 
sociétés à l’époque amorrite,” 167.  For references to these events and corresponding textual 
evidence, see: ARM VI 76; ARM XXIII 257, 335, 336; A.1956.  
536 ARM XXVI/1 39:12-15, 22-24. 
537 Durand dates Zimri-Lim’s purchase of Alaḫtum to his tenth regnal year, near the end of the 
monarch’s reign at Mari.  While he believes the city was located on the Orontes River, he remains 
cautious in accepting the identification of Alaḫtum with the well-known Late Bronze site of Alalaḫ.  
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Ḫalu, suggests a tribal alliance as a solution to the Yamḫadean ruler’s anxiety 

concerning the fate of the city’s residents. 

Say to my lord, [t]hus (spoke) [Šu-nu]ḫra-Ḫalu, your [ser]vant.  Concerning the 
pay[ment] of silver for the city of Alaḫtum, with which my lord had entrusted to 
me for Hammurabi, I have r[epe]ated my instructions to him. With his face 
[having become da]rk, he said [th]us: “Why does my brother request from me 
this thing [that] is improper?... [If the inhabitants] of that city [are] uprooted 
[from the midst] of my city and f[rom the midst of my servant]s, then [wher]e 
might they [l]ive, [and] [will they not follow] after [me]?” “[Let] the Sim’alite[s] 

make a ḫipšum-alliance [wit]h the Yamin[i]tes.”538  I said t[h]is to him and 

calmed [h]im.539  

 
In line 8’, Šu-nuḫra-Ḫalu uses the D-stem precative verb [l]u-ḫa-ap-pí-iš to express an 

indirect command for the establishment of a ḫipšum-alliance between the two 

groups, which lessens Hammurabi’s fears.  Strikingly, this exchange suggests that 

the inter-tribal political relationship between Alaḫtum’s inhabitants and the 

Sim’alites was the primary complication inhibiting the Yamḫadean king’s sale of the 

city.540 

 The final reference to a ḫipšum-alliance between the Sim’alites and a 

Yaminite group appears in A.981.  Interpretation of this letter has been fundamental 

to scholarly understandings of the relationship between the Sim’alites and 

Yaminites, and the nature of tribal identity in 2nd millennium Syro-Mesopotamia. 

                                                 
Jean-Marie Durand, Le culte d’Addu d’Alep et l’affaire d’Alahtum, (FM VII; Mémoires de N.A.B.U. 8; Paris: 
Société pour l’Étude du Proche-Orient Ancien, 2002), 65-66. 
538 Durand interprets the name dumu ma-a-mi in this text as a variant of dumu mi-im, which is a 
known as an allograph for the name dumu ia-mi-na, or “Yaminites,” at Mari. Durand, Le Culte d’Addu 
d’Alep et l’affaire d’Alahtum, 155.  Considering Alaḫtum’s place within the traditional nigḫum of the 
Yaminites, and the close association between certain Yaminite li’mū and the state of Yamḫad, this 
conclusion appears sound. 
539 1) a-na be-lí-ia qí-bí-ma 2) [u]m-ma [šu-nu-u]ḫ-ra-ḫa-lu 3) [ì]r-ka-a-ma 4) aš-šum a-na a-lim a-la-aḫ-timki 
kù-babbar ša-qa-li-[im] 5) ša be-lí a-na ḫa-am-mu-ra-bi ú-wa-e-ra-an-n[i] 6) ṭe4-mi á[š]-[ta]-ni-šum-ma 7) pa-
nu-šu [iṣ-l]i-mu ki-a-am iq-bi 8) [um]-ma šu-ma am-mi-nim a-ḫi a-wa-tam an-ni-tam 9)[ša] bi-ša-at i-ri-ša-an-
ni…2’) …[…..šum-ma dumu-meš] 3’) a-limki ša-a-t[i iš-tu li-ib-bi] 4’) a-li-ia ù i[š-tu li-ib-bi ìr]-meš-ia 5’) [u]s-
sú-ḫa-a[m a-yi-i]š [l]i-iš-bu 6’) [ù] a-na wa-ar-k[i-ia ú-ul il-la-ku] 7’) [du]mu-meš si-im-al [it-t]i dumu ma-a-
m[i] 8’) [l]u-ḫa-ap-pí-iš a[n-n]i-tam aq-bi-/šum-ma 9’) [l]i-ib-ba-šu ú-ni-iḫ (FM VII 46). 
540 Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 131. 
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Another thing, Uranum and the elders of Dabiš came to me, sa[y]ing “By 
extraction, we are among the Yaḫrurû, but not the yarrādum(?), and we have 
neither ḫibrum nor kadûm in the steppe.  We are native to the Yaḫrurû. Let us 
e[nt]er into (a treaty) with the Si[m’alites], with the Niḫadû, so that we may kill 
the donkey.”  [Thus] I asked, “Should I write [t]o the king?”  And they said 
“Write,” and I kept them waiting for one [da]y, then I asked them (again).  Thus 
they said “write to the king!”  I c[ontinued] to as[k them] a third time, and they 
answered me i[n the same manne]r.  Now, let m[y] lord’s god speak so that 
Dabiš, Ilum-muluk, and Saman[um] may k[ill] the donkey, (as) Uraḫ, Šakka, and 
Puzuran killed the donkey.  Now, if I [am to kill] the donke[y] [o]f Dabiš, then let 

my [l]ord [q]uick[ly] [se]n[d] me an [ans]w[er] to m[y] [t]ablet.541 
 

Dabiš was an important Yaminite town in the district of Saggaratum north of Mari 

along the Euphrates River, and the Yaḫrurû are a known li’mum of the Yaminite tribal 

confederacy.  Uranum and the elders of this town declare that they wish to perform 

the ḫayāram qaṭālum ritual with Zimri-Lim.  Consequently, scholars such as Durand, 

Sasson, and Miglio are undoubtedly correct in their conclusion that A.981 refers to a 

proposed ḫipšum-alliance.542 

 However, the meaning of the Akkadian in lines 39-40 has important 

implications for understanding the tribal relationship that this act creates.  A literal 

translation of these lines reads “Let us enter into the midst of the Sim’alites, into the 

Niḫadû” (a-na li-ib-bi dumu si-i[m-a]l i-na ni-ḫa-di i n[i-r]u-ub).  Both Durand and 

Sasson appear to link the phrase ana libbi X erēbum in these lines to use of the verb 

                                                 
541 32) ša-ni-tam mú-ra-nu-um ù lú-šu-gi-meš 33) ša da-bi-iški il-li-ku-nim-ma 34) um-[m]a-mi iš-tu {ṣi-
t<im>} ṣi-tim 35) i-na ia-ḫu-ur-ra ú-ul ia-ra-du-um 36) ni-ni ù i-na na-we-e-im ḫi-ib-ra-am 37) ù ka-di ú-ul ni-
šu  38) zu-ru-ḫa-tum a-na ia-aḫ-ru-ur ni-nu 39) a-na li-ib-bi dumu si-i[m-a]l 40) i-na ni-ḫa-di i n[i-r]u-ub-ma 
anše-ḫa-a-ri 41) i ni-iq-ṭú-ul [um-ma] a-na-ku-ma 42) lu-úš-pu-ú-ur a-na [ṣ]e-er lugal um-ma šu-nu-ma 43) 
šu-pu-ur [u]4 1 kam ú-za-ab-bi-il-šu-nu-ti-ma 44) a-ša-al-šu-nu-ti um-ma šu-nu-ma šu-pu-ur a-na ṣe-er lugal 
45) a-t[u-u]r ša-al-ši-iš a-ša-a[l-šu-nu-ti] 46) q[a-ta]m-ma i-pu-lu-ni-in-ni 47) i-na-an-na an-lum ša be-lí-i[a] 
48) li-iq-bi-ma ú-ra-aḫ 49) ša-ak-kaki ù pu-zu-ra-anki 50) anše-ḫa-a-ri iq-ṭú-lu da-bi-iški an-mu-lu-ukki sa-ma-
nu-[umki] 51) anše-ḫa-a-ri li-i[q-ṭú-lu i-n]a-an-na {an-na} šum-ma anše-ḫa-a-r[i] 52) [š]a da-bi-iški a-qa-a[ṭ-
ṭá-al] 53) [a]r-ḫi-[iš me-ḫi]-i[r ṭ]up-pí-i[a b]e-lí [li-ša-b]i-[l]a-an-ni (A.981). 
542 Durand, “Unité et diversités au proche-orient à ‘epoque amorrite,” 120; Miglio, “Solidarity and 
Political Authority During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 48; Sasson, “About ‘Mari and the Bible,’” 105. 
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erēbum in adoption texts.543  As a result, they interpret the ḫipšum-alliance, with its 

concomitant ḫayāram qaṭālum ritual, as a way to alter tribal kinship identities.  In 

particular, Durand writes that “[Uranum] wishes to become ‘a son of the left hand’ 

(Bensim’alite) and he indicates the place from where they will henceforth rally: they 

will be regarded as Niḫadians...In fact, one sees that it is the blood of the animal that 

will transform the ‘sons of the right hand’ into ‘sons of the left hand’ and henceforth 

keep them among the Niḫadians.”544  In other words, he reads this text as evidence 

that the Yaminite Yaḫrurû of Dabiš are endeavoring to actually become Sim’alites by 

joining the gayum of the Niḫadû.   

 While the discovery of such an “instrumentalist” vision of tribal membership 

at Mari would offer new data for anthropologists seeking to uncover the role of 

voluntary ascription in identity construction, there are several points within this 

text that demonstrate that “tribal adoption” is not taking place.545  First, as Fleming 

rightly notes, there is no indication in A.981 that Uranum and the Yahrurû of Dabiš 

are renouncing their Yaminite identity.546  In fact, while A.981 likely dates to Zimri-

Lim’s fifth year of rule, the town of Dabiš remains listed beside other Yaminite 

settlements in conscription records for the expedition to Babylon at the end of 

                                                 
543 Durand, “Unité et diversités au proche-orient à ‘epoque amorrite,” 120; Sasson, “About ‘Mari and 
the Bible,’” 105. 
544 “…il veut devenir «un fils de la gauche» (bensim’alite) et il indique le lieu où ils se rangeront 
désormais: ils seront cooptés en tant que Nihadéens…En fait, on voit que c’est le sang de l’animal qui 
va transformer des «fils de la droite» en «fils de la gauche» et les désormais tenir pour des 
Nihadéens” Durand, “Unité et diversités au proche-orient à ‘epoque amorrite,” 120. 
545 For an overview of the anthropological debate between instrumentalist vs. primordialist 
understandings of ethnic identity, see: Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 63-66.  Cohen’s work on 
tribal identities/ethnicity in West Africa as “essentially a political phenomenon” was fundamental to 
the articulation of the instrumentalist position.  See: Abner Cohen, Custom and Politics in Urban Africa: A 
Study of Hausa Migrants in Yoruba Towns (Berkeley: University of California, 1969), 200. 
546 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 97. 
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Zimri-Lim’s reign (ARM XXIII 428:8-10; 429:8-10).  Furthermore, Miglio has 

convincingly shown that the unusual Akkadian expression “Let us enter into the 

midst of the Sim’alites, into the Niḫadû” (a-na li-ib-bi dumu si-i[m-a]l i-na ni-ḫa-di i n[i-

r]u-ub) in A.981:39-40 may not reflect the incorporation of the Yaḫrurû of Dabiš into 

the gayum of the Niḫadû.  Instead, this phraseology parallels Neo-Assyrian 

descriptions of treaties, wherein the thing to be “entered into” (ana libbi X erēbum) 

was an adê-oath.  Thus, reference to a nīš-ilī-oath, required of all political accords 

during this period at Mari, most likely lays behind the combination of the verb 

erēbum and the prepositions ana and ina.547 

 Significantly, Miglio has also argued that the ḫipšum-alliances that A.981 and 

FM VII 46 describe are comprehensive treaties between the Yaminites and the 

Sim’alites as a whole.548  In the case of A.981, he asserts that the proposed ḫipšum-

alliance was meant to normalize Yaminite and Sim’alite relations following the 

Second Yaminite Revolt in Zimri-Lim’s fifth regnal year.549  Although the cessation, 

or prevention, of hostilities appears to play a role in all of the texts discussed in this 

section, I see no evidence that the accords that FM VII 46 and A.981 describe are all-

inclusive agreements between the Sim’alite and Yaminite confederacies.  It is true 

that Šu-nuḫra-Ḫalu states in lines 7’-8’ of FM VII 46, “[Let] the Sim’alite[s] make a 

                                                 
547 As Lafont writes, “à l’époque amorrite, les cérémonies d’alliance se caractérisent toujours par une 
prestation de «serment par le(s) dieu(x)».  C’est le nîš ilî (ou sg. nîš ilim), qui est au Coeur de tous les 
accords diplomatiques et qui constitue la procedure normale pour s’allier.”  Lafont, “Relations 
internationals, alliances et diplomatie au temps des royaumes amorrites,” 262.  See also: P. Hoskisson, 
“The Nīšum ‘Oath’ in Mari,” in Mari in Retrospect: Fifty Years of Mari and Mari Studies (ed. Gordon D. 
Young; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1992), 203-210. 
548 Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 47, 146. 
549 Ibid., 47. 
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ḫipšum-alliance [wit]h the Yamin[i]tes” ([du]mu-meš si-im-al [it-t]i dumu ma-a-m[i] 

[l]u-ḫa-ap-pí-iš a[n-n]i-tam).  However, the overarching context of the exchange 

between the Mariote official and the king of Yamḫad shows that the Yaminites that 

Šu-nuḫra-Ḫalu cites are the specific citizens of Alaḫtum, and not the confederacy as 

a whole.  A more restricted sense of the parties involved must be concluded for 

A.981 as well.  This text never uses the name “Yaminite” to identify the group that 

would participate in the ḫayāram qaṭālum ritual.  Instead, the author consistently 

refers to the participating body by the name of their town (i.e. Dabiš) and their 

li’mum (i.e. the Yaḫrurû).  Moreover, lines 48-50 of this text make it clear that the 

Yaminite towns of Uraḫ, Šakka, and Puzuran have already concluded separate 

ḫipšum-alliances with the Sim’alites.  Indeed, there is no reason to believe that 

Uranum and the elders of Dabiš had the authority to establish an inter-tribal 

political relationship that extended beyond the scope of their own town or li’mum.  

These texts’ description of the relationship between the Sim’alites and the 

Yaminites as an ad hoc collection of ḫipšum-alliances becomes clearer once it is 

recognized that the Mutebal represent a sub-unit of the latter group.  Indeed, ARM 

XXVI/1 39 emphasizes that the ḫipšum-alliance that it describes involves only the 

Mutebal and the Sim’alites. 

 The heterogeneous character of the Yaminite tribal confederacy provides an 

explanation for this evidence that Zimri-Lim did not conclude a comprehensive 

ḫipšum-alliance between the Sim’alites and Yaminites.  As I already mentioned 

previously in this chapter, the Yaminite confederacy lacked an overarching political 

framework.  Each li’mum was led by its own šarrum, or “king,” and an assembly of 
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elders.  While these leaders sometimes cooperated, relations between them could 

also be strained.  The best example of this tension comes from A.1146, in which 

Ḫammi-ištamar, king of the Uprapû, writes to his counterpart Yasmaḫ-Addu, king of 

the Yariḫû.  This text is notable for a number of reasons.  Most importantly for the 

present discussion, Ḫammi-ištamar berates Yasmaḫ-Addu with what may be lewd 

language, as he tries to compel him to take a more active role in guaranteeing his 

li’mum’s mobilization behind Zimri-Lim in a coming military campaign. 

…Before I left, [I said] t[h]us: “you shall go with me, Zimri-Lim, to go […]” (but) 
you are keen to eat, drink, and sleep, and you are not ke[en] to go with me.  

Staying (at home) and napping will not make you ta[n].550  As for me, if I have 
dwelt one day in a house until I go out to the countryside in order to breathe a 
bit, my throat becomes distressed.  You place your trust elsewhere, saying “I 
have given silver to my li’mum.”  What is this silver of yours th[at] you gave?  
Your silver which you gave, all of it, I know (about it).  Yesterday, your li’mum, 
all of it, gathered at Ḫen, and the one who loves you was saying “write to him so 
that he will g[o],” but the one who dislikes you was say[ing] “he should not go.” 
And if I did not arr[ive] (in person), would they have acted as one?  But why 
should I slander you?  Neither hot wind nor cold have ever struck your face. You 
carry a scrotum that isn’t yours, and the moment father and mother looked 
upon your face, and you fell from the vagina, from there a vagina received you.  

You know absolutely nothing!551       
 

The assumption behind Ḫammi-ištamar’s rhetoric is that there is a reasonable 

chance that the Yariḫû will not show up to fight in solidarity with the other Yaminite 

li’mū and their Sim’alite king.  The reality of this potential situation highlights the 

                                                 
550 Literally, “will not burn you/make you red.” CAD s.v. ṣarāpum. 
551 11) i-na pa-ni at-lu-ki-ia k[i]-a-[am aq-bi] 12) um-ma a-na-ku-ma it-ti-ia ta-[al-la-ak] 13) Izi-im-ri-li-im a-
la-kum ú-[…] 14) a-ka-lam ša-ta-am ù i-tu-lam ta-[am-ma-ar] 15) ù a-la-kam it-ti-ia ú-ul ta-am-ma-[ar] 16) 
wa-ša-bu-um ù ṣa-la-lum ú-ul i-ṣa-ar-ra-ap-k[a] 17) a-na-ku šum-ma u4 1-kam i-na e2-tim at-ta-ša-ab 18) a-di 
a-na ki-di-im uṣx

!-ṣú-ma ut-ta-ap-pa-šu 19) na-pí-iš-ti i-iš-šu-úš 20) a-šar-ša-ni-ma ta-ak-la-ta um-ma at-ta-a-
ma 21) kù-babbar a-na li-mi-ia ad-di-in 22) mi-nu-um kù-babbar-ka ša ta-ad-di-nu kù-babbar-ka š[a] ta-ad-
di-nu 23) ka-la-šu a-na-ku-ma i-di{DI} 24) [a]m-ša-li li-im-ka ka-lu-šu i-na ḫ[e]-enki ip-ḫu-ur-ma 25) [š]a i-ra-
am-mu-ka ki-a-am i-qa-ab-[bi] 26) um-ma šu-ma šu-pu-ur-šum li-li-i[k] 27) ù ša i-ze-er-ru-ka ki-a-am i-qa-ab-
[bi] 28) [um]-ma šu-ma la i-il-la-kam 29) ù šum-ma-an a-na-ku la a-ka-aš-ša-d[am] 30) iš-te-et-ma-an i-te-ep-
šu 31) ù mi-nam-mi ka-ar-ṣí-ka lu-ku-ul 32) ú-la-a ma-ti-ma ša-ru-um em-mu-um 33) ù ka-ṣú-um pa-ni-ka ú-
ul im-ḫa-aṣ-ma 34) li-pí-iš-tam la ka-at-tam na-še-e-ti 35) ù a-šar a-bu ú um-mu-um pa-ni-ka it-ta-ap-la-sú 36) 
ú iš-tu bi-iṣ-ṣú-ri-im ta-am-qú-tam-ma 37) an-na-nu-um bi-ṣú-ru-um im-ḫu-ur-ka 38) ù pa-an mi-im-ma ú-ul 
ti-di (A.1146). 
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aggregate character of the Yaminite tribal association, whose very definition as 

“Yaminite” is best attested as an exonym by Sim’alite officials from Mari.552  

Interestingly, the political independence of the Yaminite li’mū would have offered 

Zimri-Lim a tantalizing avenue for controlling this subject tribal population.  By 

initiating separate alliances with these groups, the king could destabilize them as a 

potentially unified fifth column within the districts of the Aḫ Purattim.  However, 

this characteristic was a double-edged sword, as it also made it impossible to broker 

a lasting and comprehensive political agreement between the two peoples. 

 The collection of ḫipšum-alliances between the Sim’alite tribal confederacy 

and individual Yaminite groups provides a contextual backdrop for understanding 

Sumu-Ḫadu’s specific description of the Sim’alites and Mutebal as aḫḫū in the Inter-

Group Aḫum text of FM II 116.  Just as with the Sim’alites and the Numḫa and 

Yamutbal, reference to “brotherhood” in this text should be taken as an allusion to 

these groups’ associative relationship as complimentary political “others.”  The 

overarching political character of this affiliation is supported by its specific 

identification with particular Yaminite groups during a period marked by general 

inter-tribal hostilities.  However, while a ḫipšum-alliance as tribal “brothers” may 

have worked in foreign relations, the Yaminites’ domestic position within the 

Sim’alite state complicated the parity inherent in this relationship, as these peoples 

could not be considered wholly political “others.”  Consequently, as Miglio has 

                                                 
552 For example, see: ARM III 6, 16, 21.  For discussion of “Yaminite” as a category applied from outside 
the confederacy, see: Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 213. 
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argued, Zimri-Lim’s preference for tribal, versus state-based, alliances must have 

undermined his political authority in this regard.  

 

Summary 

 The extended overview of evidence for inter-group “brotherhood” from the 

ancient Near East in this chapter has revealed that although there is a lack of 

genealogical material from this region comparable with that of the Hebrew Bible, 

the Mari archives bear witness to descriptions of tribal groups and their constituent 

members as “brothers” (aḫḫū).  While some scholars have attempted to understand 

this fraternal connection as a product of the Mari tribes’ identification of a common 

ancestor named “Ḫana” or a conception of shared Amorrite ethnicity, close 

examination of the evidence behind these arguments undercuts this approach.  

Instead, I have shown that the inter-group use of aḫum in the Mari archives follows 

the contours of separate ḫipšum-alliances, which independently linked these peoples 

as complimentary political “others.”  In an effort to allow the Mari texts to speak on 

their own terms, I have focused the present chapter solely on an examination of the 

Akkadian evidence.  In the final two chapters of the dissertation, I will bring the 

Inter-Group Aḫum Texts into comparative dialogue with the biblical Inter-Group אח 

Texts, isolating similarities that indicate a shared scribal conception of inter-group 

“brotherhood” as a particular relationship between politically independent peer 

polities.  Furthermore, I will isolate the mechanisms that scribes have used to 

reorient the meaning of אח in this political discourse to fit developing ideologies of 

Israelite identity in the textual formation of the Hebrew Bible. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

THE REPRESENTATION OF TRIBAL “BROTHERHOOD” AT MARI  

AND IN THE HEBREW BIBLE 

Introduction 

 My examination of the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts and additional sources from 

Mari in the preceding chapter showed that references to “brotherhood” between the 

Yaminites, Sim’alites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal reflect these groups’ associative 

relationship as complimentary political “others,” and not their identity as sub-units 

of a single, named people.  This conclusion is supported by a close analysis of 

linguistic and representational dynamics that bind the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts as a 

corpus, and suggest a unified paradigm for the literary description of tribal relations 

at Mari.  Significantly, features tied to the depiction of Israelite groups as “brothers” 

in the Inter-Group אח Texts correspond directly with the ancient Near Eastern 

evidence.  In fact, I will argue in the present chapter that these biblical passages 

share a conception of political “brotherhood” with the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts that is 

independent of the twelve-tribe system’s portrayal of the eponyms as the particular 

sons of a single father.  In the final chapter of the dissertation I will isolate the 

strategies that biblical scribes used to recontextualize אח’s communication of socio-

political separation in this discursive context, in order to bring the term’s meaning 

into alignment with evolving ideologies concerning the nature of Israelite identity.  

As a result of this process, dissonant portrayals of Israel and the relationship 
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between its constituent tribes have become embedded within separate 

compositional layers in particular passages of the Hebrew Bible. 

 

Scribal Representation of the Mari Tribes as “Brothers” in the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts 

As I previously mentioned, it is possible to identify particular linguistic and 

representational features that unite the representation of tribal relations in the 

Inter-Group Aḫum Texts. These include grammatical and syntactic constructions that 

emphasize aḫum’s connection to group-based interests and actions, as well as its link 

to reciprocal obligations of non-aggression and supportive behavior.  Interestingly, 

treaties and diplomatic correspondence between independent rulers and officials 

from the ancient Near East connect identical behavioral expectations to these 

individuals’ relative political identities as “brothers” (aḫḫū).  This shows that the 

associative political relationship that aḫum identified for the Mari tribes must be 

understood in reference to the larger symbolic framework of political discourse 

known from the ancient Near East, and the embedded position of tribes within that 

socio-cultural landscape.  

 

The Mari Tribe as a Plural and Singular Entity 

Analysis of linguistic dynamics surrounding the use of aḫum in the Inter-

Group Aḫum Texts reveals embedded scribal assumptions concerning the term’s 

meaning in the context of tribal relations.  In particular, grammatical and syntactic 

constructions emphasize the collective character of the Mari tribes in these letters.  

The clearest evidence of this fact is the juxtaposition of singular and plural 
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representations of these named peoples in the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts, which 

includes the striking depiction of group dialogue and action in the 1st person 

singular.  

First, as I mentioned in Chapter 3, the author of FM II 116 uses the plural form 

of aḫum together with the 2nd masculine plural possessive pronominal suffix –kunu to 

assert a collective, group-based relationship between the multiple members of the 

Mutebal and the Sim’alites in line 17: aḫ-ḫi-ku-nu.  However, the author goes on in 

the same line to identify the Mutebal’s multiple aḫḫū as the singular dumu si-im-a-al.  

The name dumu si-im-a-al lacks the expected plural marker -meš, which modifies the 

logogram dumu in multiple additional references to this people’s name in the Mari 

archives.  In isolation, the significance of this distinction appears uncertain, 

considering that Mariote scribes were notoriously inconsistent in their use of -meš 

to distinguish groups from individuals, and there are no corresponding grammatical 

forms to clarify whether or not the scribe is presenting the Sim’alites as a singular or 

plural entity in this passage.553  However, placed in comparison with the other Inter-

Group Aḫum Texts, it becomes clear that the author’s decision to write dumu si-im-a-al 

in FM II 116:17 might have been a conscious decision, meant to emphasize the 

group’s character as a corporate body-in-action. 

First, A.3572 bears witness to the same juxtaposition of singular and plural 

group representation in relation to the term aḫum.  The letter’s Yamutbalian writer 

refers to that groups’ multiple members as the Sim’alites’ aḫḫū in lines 6’, 8’, and 

                                                 
553 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 183. 
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perhaps also in line 16’.  Additionally, lines 6’, 9’, and 17’ specifically identify the 

Sim’alites’ “brothers” as the plural dumu-meš ia-mu-ut-ba-limki.  This same plural 

representation appears vis-à-vis the Sim’alites in line 8’, wherein the author states 

that, “the Ḫana have pillaged the goods of your brothers, the Yamutbalians” (e-nu-ut 

aḫ-ḫi-ku-nu dumu-meš ia-mu-ut-ba-limki ḫa-na-meš im-šu-u5).  Context defines the 

plural Ḫana of this passage as the Sim’alites, and the 3rd common plural G stem 

conjugation of the verb mašā’um at the end of the sentence emphasizes that group’s 

identity as a collective of multiple members.  Nonetheless, lines 2’-3’ and 8’ 

represent both peoples as singular entities.  Just as in FM II 116:17, the singular name 

dumu si-ma-al appears in A.3572:3’, with no use of the plural marker -meš.  Similarly, 

the singular name ia-mu-ut-ba-lumki, without the pluralizing construction dumu-meš, 

occurs at least once in this letter, and perhaps twice if Durand’s reconstruction of 

the broken text of line 2’ is accepted.554 

  The clearest indication that the singular depiction of tribal groups was an 

important component of their literary representation at Mari, and not a matter of 

mere scribal inconsistency, comes from A.3577.  The writer of this letter explicitly 

portrays the Numḫa as a singularly embodied entity.  The name “Numḫa” (nu-um-

h[aki]/[n]u-[u]m-hu-um) appears in lines 23’ and 30’, coordinated with 3rd common 

singular verbal forms.  Thus, line 30’ reads “The [Nu]mḫa answered him thus” ([n]u-

[u]m-hu-um ki-a-am i-pu-ul-šu), with the 3rd common singular G stem conjugation of 

                                                 
554 Images of the tablet show little room for the scribe’s inclusion of the dumu-meš before the name 
ia-mu-ut-ba-lumki in the break of line 2’.  Since line 8’ provides an inner-textual precedent for the 
exclusion of the pluralizing construction dumu-meš, Durand’s reconstruction is likely correct.  
Durand, “Unité et diversités au Proche-Orient à l’époque amorrite,” 115. 
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the verb apālum providing the verbal predicate for the singular subject, i.e. “the 

[Nu]mḫa” ([n]u-[u]m-hu-um).  However, additional linguistic dynamics demonstrate 

the depth of this singular representation.  More specifically, the scribe responsible 

for A.3577 depicts the Numḫa speaking collectively in the 1st person singular in lines 

30’-31’, and even uses the 1st common singular possessive suffix –ī to qualify the 

noun aḫum: “Leave it alone!  The Sim’alite is my brother!” (e-zu-ub a-ḫi dumu si-im-a-

al).  Furthermore, the letter’s author goes on to portray the Numḫa describing their 

own actions with verbs that take the 1st common singular durative form in lines 32’-

33’, writing “I am at peace” (a-sa-al-li-im) and “I will always live” (a-ba-a[l-lu-uṭ] ù a-

ba-al-lu-uṭ).  Significantly, the Numḫa identify their “brother” in line 32’ as the dumu 

si-im-a-al, using a singular form of the Sim’alite name identical to that which appears 

in FM II 116:17 and A.3572:3’. 

  When approaching the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts in isolation from one another, 

it is easy to overlook or devalue the linguistic dynamics that I have identified in this 

section.  However, placing these passages side by side reveals a recognizable trend in 

their representation of tribal groups as plural and singular entities.  Indeed, the 

explicit description of Numḫian actions in the 1st person singular in A.3577 compels 

the reader to consider the singular forms present in other texts as part of a 

conscious decision on the part of the scribe.  Importantly, there are additional 

contextual elements related to the Mari tribes’ description as “brothers” that 

reinforce the notion that this representation belongs to a unified scribal paradigm 

for depicting relations between independent tribal groups. 
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Reciprocal Obligations of Non-Aggression and Supportive Behavior between the Mari Tribes 

  When viewed together as a corpus, it becomes clear that the term aḫum 

explicitly communicates reciprocal obligations of non-aggression and supportive 

behavior between named peoples in the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts.  Moreover, texts 

A.3572 and FM II 116 of the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts link the use of this Akkadian term 

to further actions indicative of supportive behavior.  More specifically, these texts 

draw a firm connection between the use of aḫum, personal requests, and the 

mobilization of military forces.   

The anticipation of reciprocal peaceful relations noticeably surrounds the 

Numḫian descriptions of the Sim’alites as aḫḫū in ARM XXVII 68.  In this text, 

Numḫian raiders use the plural form of the noun to refer to themselves and Sim’alite 

auxiliary troops in order to diffuse a potentially violent clash between the two 

groups in lines 30-31.  In fact, lines 26 and 27 state in no uncertain terms that the 

band of Numḫians “attacked” (iš-ḫi-ṭú-šu-nu-ti) Zakira-Ḫammu’s auxiliary troops, 

who then decided to “fight with the Numḫians” (a-na ka-a[k]-ki it-ti lú-nu-um-ḫa-yi[ki] 

e-pé-š[i]-im).  In this context, the Numḫians actively exploit the term aḫum to define 

a “role relation” with the troops from Qaṭṭunan, to imply that it was inappropriate 

to engage in battle with another tribal group that held this status.555   

Text A.3577 represents a similar use of aḫum, but on a far grander scale.  This 

report comes from the end of Zimri-Lim’s reign, in the context of growing 

antagonism between the king of Mari and the king of Babylon.  King Hammurabi of 

                                                 
555  For more on the use of kin terms in the definition of role relations, see: Bloch, “The Moral and 
Tactical Meaning of Kinship Terms,”80. 
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Kurda’s request to change allegiance from Mari to Babylon would have dramatically 

altered the balance of power between the two sovereigns in the region by providing 

the Babylonian king with a strategic advantage in an invasion of the Mari 

kingdom.556  However, the Numḫa respond to the king’s request by reiterating the 

durability of their relationship with the Sim’alites: “Leave it alone!  The Sim’alite is 

my brother! I am at peace with B[a]bylon, but it is with the Sim’alite I will always 

li[ve].” (e-zu-ub a-ḫi dumu si-im-a-al it-ti k[á]-dingir-raki a-sa-al-li-im it-ti dumu si-im-a-

al-ma a-ba-a[l-lu-uṭ]).  By declining to alter allegiances in text A.3577, the Numḫa also 

reaffirm a state of non-belligerence with Zimri-Lim and the Sim’alites, whom they 

refer to in the 1st person singular as “my brother” (a-ḫi).  Thus, both this text and 

ARM XXVII 68 connect a role relationship as aḫḫū to an inter-group expectation of 

non-aggression. 

Text A.3572 yields additional information concerning reciprocal obligations 

of non-aggression linked to the inter-group use of aḫum.  In this letter, the writer 

refers to the Yamutbalians and Sim’alites as aḫḫū three times, in line 6’ (aḫ-ḫi-ku-nu), 

8’ (aḫ-ḫu-ku-nu-ú) and 16’ (aḫ-[ḫi-ka]).  This is the highest concentration of the inter-

group use of aḫum from the Mari archives.  However, this concentration must be 

viewed from the perspective of the Yamutbalian letter sender’s rhetorical goal: the 

release of his fellow tribesmen and their goods detained in Raḫatum and 

Saggaratum.  In this case, aḫum functions to compel specific actions by emphasizing 

the behavioral expectations linked to a role relation as aḫḫū.  At the heart of the 

                                                 
556 Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari, 161. 
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letter’s repeated emphasis on the “brotherhood” shared by the Yamutbal and 

Sim’alites is the argument that aḫḫū do not detain one another and confiscate each 

other’s equipment.  The two groups’ right to unmolested travel indicates, once 

again, that a state of reciprocal non-aggression existed between these peoples.  This 

behavioral expectation, embedded in the repeated use of aḫum in A.3572, directly 

parallels that found in ARM XXVII 68 and A.3577, albeit in a less martial context. 

The use of aḫum in A.3572 points towards an additional behavioral 

expectation as well, which goes beyond a reciprocal obligation of non-aggression: 

the assumption that the addressee will acquiesce to the complainant’s request.  

Thus, a careful reading of the scribal exploitation of the term aḫum in A.3572 shows 

that use of this language conveyed additional obligations, in light of the particular 

interests of the letter’s Yamutbalian sender.  Indeed, aḫḫū were expected to behave 

in a reciprocally supportive manner more generally, characterized in this instance 

by the referent’s consent to the referee’s demands. 

Finally, text FM II 116 directly connects the use of aḫum in inter-group 

relations to the more specific behavioral expectation of military support.  Whereas a 

Yamutbalian official from Andarig emphasizes the “brotherhood” shared by the 

Yamutbal and Sim’alites in A.3572 to persuade his Sim’alite counterpart at Mari to 

release captive members of the Yamutbal, the Mariote governor of Saggaratum calls 

on the Mutebal in line 17 of FM II 116 to join “your brothers, the Sim’alites” (aḫ-ḫi-

ku-nu dumu si-im-a-al) in a campaign against the city Šubat-Enlil.  As in ARM XXVII 

68 and A.3577, the context of the writer’s assertion of inter-tribal “brotherhood” 

between the two peoples in this passage is unambiguously martial.  However, in this 



 

244 

setting the term functions to elicit military support, rather than diffuse potential 

hostilities.  It is also noteworthy that the message to the Mutebal in FM II 116:11-22 

does not consider that group’s “brotherhood” with the Sim’alites sufficient 

confirmation that they will in fact show up to fight.  Instead, lines 19-22 lay out the 

rich booty available at Šubat-Enlil for whoever joins King Zimri-Lim and the 

Sim’alites in its capture as additional incentive for the Mutebal’s participation in the 

upcoming military campaign: “Whoever has no male slave, let a male slave return 

for him.  Who[ever] has no female slave, let a female slave return for him.  Whoever 

has no donkey, let a donkey return for him.  [Y]ou, enjoy booty and establish renown 

for your lord” (ša sag-ìr la i-šu-ú sag-ìr li-it-ra-šum š[a] gemé la i-šu-ú gemé li-it-ra-šum 

ša anše a-ga-lam la i-šu-ú anše li-it-ra-šum [a]t-tu-nu ša-al-la-tam a-ku-la (sic!) ù be-el-ku-

nu šum da-mì-iq-tim šu-uk-na)!557   The supplementary measure that this message 

describes in order to compel inter-group military support betrays the mutable 

character of the Mutebal and Sim’alites’ relationship as “brothers,” and the role that 

internal political considerations played in maintaining it. 

 

Tribal “Brotherhood” at Mari and Ancient Near Eastern Political Discourse  

The claim that references to “brotherhood” between tribal groups in the 

Mari archives signify a relationship as complimentary political “others” based on 

reciprocal obligations of non-aggression and supportive behavior may appear 

counterintuitive upon first glance.  As mentioned, it is far more common to 

                                                 
557 FM II 116:11-22. 
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approach this language as a reflection of these peoples’ conception of themselves as 

segments of a single named population group.  However, it is important to point out 

that use of aḫum as the descriptor of a relative political status, which scribes directly 

connected to obligations of non-aggression and supportive behavior, is well attested 

from the ancient Near East in sources that describe diplomatic discourse between 

independent rulers and officials.  The assumption that “states” and “tribes” 

constitute fundamentally different, and thus mutually exclusive social and political 

modalities has limited comparison of this phenomenon with the Inter-Group Aḫum 

Texts.  In this context, conceptions of “brotherhood” also symbolized an associative 

relationship, with neither polity’s leader claiming that this connection bound them 

as the sons of a single father, or as members of a unified population group and 

political body.  The striking similarity between the behavioral expectations linked to 

“brotherhood” in this setting and the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts suggests that the latter 

needs to be interpreted in light of the larger symbolic framework of ancient Near 

Eastern political discourse and its entanglement of kinship and politics. 

Referring to political peers as “brothers” is a constant feature of relations 

between independent ancient Near Eastern rulers from the 3rd to 1st millenniums 

BCE.  A letter sent by a high official at the court of Ebla to king Zizi of Hamazi uses 

the logogram ŠEŠ, meaning “brother,” to its fullest rhetorical potential already in 

the Early Dynastic Period (ca. 2900-2350 BCE). 

Thus says Ibubu, the steward of the palace of the king, to the envoy – “I am 
[your] brother, and you are [my] brother. O’ Brother, whatever desire you speak, 
I will give it, and you will give whatever desire I speak. May you send me the 
highest quality equids, [for] you are [my] brother and I am [your] 
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brother…Irkab-Damu, King of Ebla, is the brother of Zizi, King of Hamazi.  Zizi, 
King of Hamazi, is the brother of Irkab-Damu, King of Ebla…”558 
 

A further 3rd millennium example comes from an inscription of Ente-mena of Lagaš 

that describes a treaty with Lugal-kiniše-dudu of Uruk in Sumerian as an agreement 

of “brotherhood” (nam-šeš).559  A wide number of archives attest to the same use of 

this term at the beginning of the second millennium BCE in Mesopotamia and 

Syria.560  

Yet, research has focused primarily on the use of aḫu to identify kings 

belonging to the “Great Powers’ Club” in the Late Bronze Age (ca. 1500-1200 BCE).561  

The Amarna Letters bear unique testimony to a system of coexistence between large 

territorial states that arose at this time.  The network of relationships at the core of 

                                                 
558 Col. i. 1) en-ma 2) i-bù-bu6 3) AGRIG 4) É 5) EN 6) ’ax(NI)-na 7) SUKKAL.DU8 8) an-tá 9) ŠEŠ 10) ù 11) 
an-na 12) ŠEŠ Col. ii. 1) LÚ.ŠEŠ 2) mi-nu-ma 3) AL6.DU11.GA 4) ze 5) KA 6) an-na 7) IN.NA.ŠÚM 8) ù Col. iii. 
1) an-tá 2) AL6.DU11.GA 3) ze 4) Ì.NA.ŠÚM 5) BAR.AN SA6 6) HI.MU.TÙM 7) an-tá 8) ŠEŠ 9) ù 10) an-na 11) 
ŠEŠ … Col. iv. 6) ìr-kab-da-mu 7) EN 8) eb-laki 9) ŠEŠ 10) zi-zi 11) EN 12) ha-ma-zi-imki Col. v. 1) zi-zi 2) 
EN 3) ha-ma-zi-imki 4) ŠEŠ 5) ìr-kab-da-mu 6) EN Col. vi. 1) eb-laki.  Eblaite text taken from Piotr 
Michalowski, Letters from Early Mesopotamia (ed. Erica Reiner; SBLWAW 3; ed. Burke O. Long; Atlanta: 
Scholars, 1993), 13-14. 
559 Edmond Sollberger, CIRPL, 43 (II: 10). Discussed in Moshe Weinfeld, “Initiation of Political 
Friendship in Ebla and its Later Developments,” in Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft von Ebla: Akten der 
Internationalen Tagung Heidelberg 4.-7. November 1986 (eds. Hartmut Waetzoldt and Harald Hauptmann; 
Heidelberger Studien zum alten Orient 2; eds. Harald Hauptmann and Hartmut Waetzoldt; 
Heidelberg: Heidelberger Orientverlag, 1988), 345.  
560 For pertinent examples from Mari, see ARM I, 24; II 24, 67, 68, 71 79; IV 20; V 9, 14, 16; XVIII 29, 35, 
36, 37; XXVI 404 405, 408, 409, 410; XXVIII 14, 81, 96, 97.  Other Old Babylonian archives that bear 
witness to this use of aḫum include Tell Asmar (Ešnunna), Tel al-Rimah (Karana), Tel Leilan (Šubat-
Enlil), and Tell Shemshara (Šeḫna).  
561 In late Old Babylonian Akkadian and subsequent dialects, mimation was lost on words when it 
appeared in word-final position, For example: aḫum vs. aḫu, or šarrum vs. šarru. Huehnergard, A 
Grammar of Akkadian, 589.  All quotations of the Akkadian text of the Amarna Letters in transliteration 
follows J. A. Knudtzon, Die El-Amarna-Tafeln (2 vols; Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs’sche Buchhandlung, 1915) 
with the proposed emendations in William L. Moran, ed. and trans., The Amarna Letters (Baltimore: 
The Johns Hopkins University, 1992).  The use of aḫu in the Amarna letters has garnered by far the 
most theoretical attention regarding its meaning and function in the context of royal 
correspondence.  For example, see: Avruch, “Reciprocity, Equality, and Status-Anxiety in the Amarna 
Letters,” 154-164;  Bryce, Letters of the Great Kings of the Ancient Near East, 76-93; Cline, “‘My Brother, My 
Son,” 143-150; Cohen, “All in the Family,” 11-28; Liverani, International Relations in the Ancient Near East, 
1600-1100 BCE, 135-138; Schloen, The House of the Father as Fact and Symbol, 256-262. 
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this “Club” was international in scope, linking the rulers of Egypt, Mittani, 

Babylonia, Hatti, Assyria, Alashiya, and Arzawa as aḫḫū across political and cultural 

boundaries. 

Rulers continued to use the word “brother” to identify one another into the 

1st millennium BCE.  In an Old Aramaic inscription discovered at Zinjirli and dating 

to ca.733-727 BCE, King Bar-Rakib of Sam’al states that “I took control of the house of 

my father, and I made it better than the house of powerful kings, and my brothers, 

the kings, were desirous for all that is the good of my house” (w’ḥzt. byt. ’by. whyṭbth. 

mn. byt. ḥd. mlkn. rbrbn. whtn’bw. ’ḥy. mlky’. lkl. mh. ṭbt. byty.).562  The Hebrew Bible 

attests to this use of “brother” as well.  In 1 Kgs 9:13, King Hiram of Tyre rhetorically 

questions his ally King Solomon “what sort of towns have you given me, my 

brother” (מה הערים האלה אשר נתתה לי אחי)?  Later in 1 Kings, Ahab of Israel and Ben-

Hadad of Aram identify one another as אחים after the former’s failed campaign 

against his Israelite counterpart (1 Kgs 20:32-33).  Yet, the political landscape of the 

ancient Near East had changed by the 8th century BCE, and a cycle of supra-

territorial empires dominated the region from the Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf 

for centuries to come.  The new imperial setting left little space for the interaction 

of independent rulers as political peers, making aḫum and its Semitic cognates’ use 

                                                 
562 Josef Tropper, Die Inschriften von Zincirli: Neue Edition und vergleichende Grammatik des phönizischen, 
sam’alischen und aramäischen Textkorpus (Abhandlung zur Literatur Alt-Syrien-Palästinas 6; Münster: 
UGARIT-Verlag, 1993), 136. 
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in this context increasingly irrelevant.  As a result, the terminology abruptly 

disappears from the written sources by the mid-1st millennium BCE.563   

The temporal scope of “brother’s” use in the context of relations between 

independent rulers described above indicates that the term was part of the 

customary and conventional practices of the region’s political traditions.564  Yet, the 

wealth of data on this terminology’s use in different times and at different places has 

led scholars to interpret the semantic compulsion behind its usage in divergent 

ways.565  Nevertheless, focus on the Old Babylonian treatment of the word has led 

                                                 
563 Schloen notes the terminology’s disappearance from 1st millennium texts as well, and writes that 
“the language of political subordination and alliance…appears to have become less vividly personal” 
at this time.  Schloen, The House of the Father as Fact and Symbol, 262. 
564 Too often, scholars have focused only on the use of “brother” to identify independent rulers in a 
single period of ancient Near Eastern history.  I believe that in order to properly understand the 
word’s function and meaning in this context it is necessary to appreciate the uniformity of its use 
across a wide temporal and regional scope.  Podany stresses this as well in her recent history of 
diplomatic “brotherhood” in ancient Syria, wherein she writes that the Great Kings of the Late 
Bronze Age did not invent this use of “brother.”  Rather, the system to which it belonged “had been 
in use for over a thousand years by their time, gradually spreading a wider and wider net across the 
Near East.”  Amanda H. Podany, Brotherhood of Kings: How International Relations Shaped the Ancient Near 
East (Oxford: Oxford University, 2010), 11. 
565 For instance, Cline has argued that use of aḫu in the Amarna Letters identified the Egyptian 
Pharaoh and the other Great Kings of the age as “trade partners,” a relationship that compelled them 
to exchange goods and prestige items under the guise of “gift-giving,” and according to the principle 
of reciprocity.  Cline, “‘My Brother, My Son’,” 144.  Alternatively, Zaccagnini has argued that the 
Amarna Age Great Kings’ use of aḫu reflects adherence to a shared metaphor: i.e. “the family group, 
whose members are reciprocally bound by blood, moral, social, and economic ties.”  Carlo Zaccagnini, 
“The Interdependence of the Great Powers,” in Amarna Diplomacy: The Beginnings of International 
Relations (eds. Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, 2000), 
144. Liverani follows Zaccagnini in this regard, arguing that the term’s meaning in this context is 
largely metaphoric; an epistolary convention that the legal practice of “adoption in brotherhood” 
and diplomatic intermarriage between the foreign rulers reinforced. Liverani, International Relations in 
the Ancient Near East, 1600-1100 BC, 135.  Thus, peer kings or officials were “like brothers” within a 
model that based large scale political correspondence on the face-to-face personal interrelations of 
the family or village. Mario Liverani, “The Great Powers’ Club,” in Amarna Diplomacy: The Beginnings of 
International Relations (eds. Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University, 2000), 15-27.  This made the reciprocal obligations of royal “brothers” a metaphorical 
extension of the morally bound requirements of kinship.  Meier’s analysis of Late Bronze Age 
intermarriage between Great Kings leads him to argue that this was the semantic basis for the 
international system’s use of kin terms, but that the “kinship verbiage was sufficiently vague as to 
invoke notions of extended family relationship without necessarily corresponding precisely to 
kinship patterns that actually were found in each of the participating cultures.”  Samuel A. Meier, 
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Durand to emphasize “the completely relative (and above all political) aspect” of the 

kinship term in this context.566  Of course, this does not mean that notions of 

solidarity affiliated with kinship and its concomitant moral and juridical obligations 

play no role in these actors’ use of aḫu(m) and their understanding of its meaning.  

Within the discourse, rulers and officials clearly act and speak “as if” they belonged 

to a single family, just as Lafont, Liverani, and Zaccagnini have emphasized.567  The 

utility of such analogic speech in political discourse is well documented, but the full 

implications of this “brotherhood” represent more than a familial metaphor.568    

First, Schloen has linked the use of “brother” and other “house-hold derived 

terms” by independent rulers and functionaries in the ancient Near East to the 

larger symbol of the patrimonial household that he argues structured all inter-

personal relationships in the region, political or otherwise, prior to the mid-1st 

millennium BCE.569  Consequently, even though kings that identified one another as 

“brothers” sat at the apex of power in their respective kingdoms or empires, the 

political discourse of “brotherhood” represented them as sharing a single father or 

common ancestor.  However, just as I have pointed out in the case of genealogical 

connections between tribal groups, this embedded element in the discourse of 

                                                 
“Diplomacy and Intermarriage,” in Amarna Diplomacy: The Beginnings of International Relations (eds. 
Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook; Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University, 2000), 168. 
566 “… l’aspect tout relative (et surtout politique) des appellations familiales.” Durand and Guichard, 
“Noms d’équidés dans les textes de Mari,” 14.  
567 Lafont, “Relations internationales, alliances et diplomatie au temps des royaumes amorrites,” 261;  
Liverani, International Relations in the Ancient Near East, 1600-1100 BC, 135; Zaccagnini, “The 
Interdependence of the Great Powers,” 144. 
568 For an exposition on the use and function of metaphor in political discourse, see: Robert Paine, 
“The Political Uses of Metaphor and Metonym: An Exploratory Statement” in Politically Speaking: Cross-
Cultural Studies of Rhetoric (ed. Robert Paine; Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human Issues, 
1981), 187-200. 
569 Schloen, The House of the Father as Fact and Symbol, 256. 
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ancient Near Eastern diplomacy did not signify a belief in the kings’ filial kinship or 

political homogeneity.  Instead, the terminology provided a symbolic framework 

that legitimized the contemporary alliance between independent sovereigns by 

intimating past unity in the form of a shared father.  Secondly, although 

identification by particular kin terms could be subtle and fluctuating, the language 

appears to have identified the particular rights and responsibilities that the parties 

were expected to uphold, giving words such as “brother” (aḫum) an overt political 

meaning within this discursive context.570  

For instance, treaty texts and epistolary sources show that reciprocal 

obligations of non-aggression, strikingly similar to that of the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts, 

were inherent to rulers’ identification as royal “brothers.”571  This fact is stated 

directly in the Old Babylonian treaties excavated at Tell Leilan, which connect 

alliances to an expectation of the kingdoms’ peaceful interaction in the future.  More 

specifically, these sources begin with an initial clause that defines the participating 

parties’ right to “military aid” (tillūtum), “friendship” (rā’imūtum), “peace in certain 

terms and good words” (salīm kenātim ša awâtim damqātim), and “sincere speech” 

                                                 
570 Lafont, “Relations internationales, alliances et diplomatie au temps des royaumes amorrites,” 234. 
571 The cases are too numerous to cite, but Hammurabi of Kurda’s citation  in ARM XXVII 71 of Zimri-
Lim’s  alliance with Qarni-Lim of Andarig and Šarraya of Razama as an act that contradicts the king of 
Mari’s “brotherhood” with him, in light of the former rulers’ hostile intentions towards Kurda, serves 
as a prime example: “…Now, may my brother [Išme-Dagan] say to Hammurabi, the king of Babylon, 
that my brother Zimri-Lim has allied with Qarni-Lim and Šarraya, and their weapons are raised, and 
may he send me 2 thousand troops, so I might leave them in Kurda so that I might come to you, and I 
might kiss the foot of my father, Hammurabi.  And as he [Zimri-Lim] has allied with those kings, may 
my father Hammurabi ally with me” [13) ù ki-a-am iš-pu-ur 14) um-ma-a šu-ma 15) ki-ma zi-im-ri-li-im a-
hi 16) Iqar-ni-lim 17) ù šar-ra-a-ia it-lu-lu-ma 18) giš-tukul-šu-nu te-bu-ú i-na-an-na a-ḫi 19) a-na ha-am-
mu-ra-bi lugal ká-dingir-raki 20) li-iq-bi-ma 2 li-im ṣa-ba-am li-iṭ-ru-dam-ma 21) i-na kur-daki lu-zi-ib-šu-nu-
ti-ma 22) a-na-ku lu-ul-li-kam-ma še-ep a-bi-ia 23) Iḫa-am-mu-ra-bi lu-úš-ši-iq 24) ù ki-ma šu-ú lugal-meš šu-
nu-ti  24) it-lu-lu i-ia-ti a-bi {-[i]a} ḫa-am-mu-ra-bi 26) li-it-lu-la-an-ni]!  Charpin has corrected Birot’s 
transliteration of the verb dalālum in this text to the more likely talālum.  Dominique Charpin, 
“Sapîratum, ville de Suḫûm” in MARI 8, 365. 
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(atwûm ša libbim gamrim).572  The treaty between Ramses II and Ḫattušili III (ca. 1259 

BCE), and a host of epistolary exchanges between the Egyptian and Hittite courts, 

also define expectations of an extended future period of “peaceful relations” 

(salāmu).573  Finally, hosts of letters bear witness to royal complaints towards foreign 

kings throughout these periods for behavior perceived as aggressive, or 

“unbrotherly.”574 

The expectation that aḫḫū will acquiesce to requests and mobilize as military 

units is also shared by this corpus and the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts.  For example, 

Zakira-Hammu, governor of Qaṭṭunan during the reign of Zimri-Lim, makes frequent 

tactical use of aḫum in attempts to elicit a desired action in letters to a fellow 

Mariote functionary.  While these exchanges take place within the administrative 

hierarchy of the Mari state, they have a definable political goal in the author’s desire 

to advance his own status as well as the interests of his district.  The following 

                                                 
572 Jesper Eidem, The Royal Archives from Tell Leilan: Old Babylonian Letters and Treaties from the Lower Town 
Palace East (Publications de l’institut historique-archéologique néerlandais de Stamboul 117; Edited by 
J. G. Dercksen et al.; Leiden: Nederlands Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten, 2011), 331-332.  For textual 
examples, see: L.T.-1 col. v 14’’’-16’’’, L.T.-2 col iv 34’-35’, L.T.-3 col. iv 12-14. 
573 For the treaty, see HDT 15; Elmar Edel, Der Vertrag zwischen Ramses II. Von Ägypten und Ḫattušili III. von 
Ḫatti (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1997), 22-25; Dennis J. McCarthy, Treaty and Covenant: A Study in Form 
in the Ancient Oriental Documents and in the Old Testament (Analecta Biblica 21; Rome: Pontifical Biblical 
Institute, 1963), 24.  Epistolary examples that stress “brotherhood” and “peaceful relations” include 
ÄHK 3:4-10, 4:13’-14’, 6:12’-13’, 8:11-17, 9:17-22, 12:4-11, 32:11’-14’, 42:26-31, 43:26-29, etc… 
574 For example, in EA 8:8-9 King Burra-Buriaš of Babylonia emphasizes his “brotherhood” with 
Pharaoh at the very outset of his complaint, and connects it directly to a mutual declaration of 
friendship (“Me and my brother declared friendship with one another”; anāku u aḫīya itti aḫāmiš 
ṭābūta nidabbub).  He then lays out the events surrounding the murder of his merchants in Canaan, 
implying that such behavior within the scope of Egypt’s control was not in keeping with their 
“brotherhood” and “friendship.”  It is also important to note the weight King Burra-Buriasš’s letter 
places on his economic loss and the necessity of recompense, only secondarily asserting the need to 
execute the offenders.  By in large, the Amarna Letters stress monetary issues and reciprocity of trade 
to an extent that is lacking in the Old Babylonian correspondence.  While this signals a change in 
emphasis and function for the political discourse between “brother” kings during a period of 
unprecedented international parity and political coexistence, it does not suggest a fundamental 
change in aḫu(m)’s situated meaning. 
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phrases are common in this correspondence: “If you are truly my brother, bring the 

king’s attention to this tablet”; “if you are truly my brother and you love me, bring 

the king’s attention to this tablet.”575 A strikingly similar expression appears in a 

letter from Zimri-Addu, another governor of Qaṭṭunan, when he writes to Šu-nuḫra-

ḫalu, secretary to Zimri-Lim: “Now, if you are truly my brother, and you love me, 

bring the king’s attention, and let my tablet come to him.”576  Correspondence 

between Old Babylonian kings bears witness to this “brotherly” phrase as well.  A 

notable example comes from ARM XXVIII 14, in which Amut-pi-El, king of Qaṭna, 

writes to Zimri-Lim: “And you, send your messenger with my messenger, and let him 

conduct my messenger to Ešnunna safely.  Now, in this way, let me see your 

brotherhood (a[t]-ḫu-ut-ka) and your friendship ([r]a-i-[m]u-ut-k[a]).”577 

As to a “brother” king’s obligation to provide military support, the textual 

evidence is overwhelming.  A profusion of Old Babylonian royal letters and treaties 

link expectations of military support, particularly the exchange of troops, to the 

identification of independent rulers as aḫḫū.578  Lafont even writes that “aspects 

concerning troops and the military occupy the most space in the accords reported 

by the letters” from Mari. 579  Based on his research, the author goes so far as to 

                                                 
575 19) šum-ma i-na ki-na-tim-ma a-ḫi at-ta 20) ṭup-pa-am ša-a-tu lugal šu-qí-il-ma (ARM XXVII 36); 9) šum-
ma i-na ki-n[a-tim] 10) a-ḫi at-ta ù [ta-ra-ma-an-ni] 11) ṭup-pa-am ša-a-t[i lugal] 12) šu-qí-il-ma! (ARM 
XXVII 41).  
576 15) i-na-an-na šum-ma i-na ki-na-tim-ma a-ḫi at-ta 16) ù ta-ra-ma-an-ni lugal šu-qí-il-ma 17) ṭup-pí 
l[ug]al li-il-l[i]-ik-šum-ma (ARM XXVII 137). 
577 32) ù at-ta dumu ši-[i]p-ri-ka 33) it-ti dumu ši-i[p-r]i-ia 34) ṭú-ru-ud-ma 35) dumu ši-ip-ri-ia a-na èš-
nun-naki 36) li-[š]a-al-li-[i]m 37) i-na an-né-tim 38) a-[g]a-na a[t]-ḫu-ut-ka 39) ù [r]a-i-[m]u-ut-k[a] 40) [lu]-
mu-ur (ARM XXVIII 14). 
578 For example: ARM I 24, ARM II 67, 68, 71, ARM V 16, ARM XXVI 381, 409, ARM XXVII 71, ARM 
XXVIII 96, OBTR 4. 
579 Lafont, “Relations internationals, alliances et diplomatie au temps des royaumes amorrites,” 291. 
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declare that the contents of alliances between kings during this period were 

manifestly political and militaristic, based in large part on a reciprocal exchange of 

information and troops.580  A fine example of this martial aid appears in ARM II 33, in 

a quoted message from Hammurabi of Babylon to king Zimri-Lim: “Now, send the 

troops, so that I may execute that plan.  Let me then send you back forces with your 

troops so you might execute your plan.”581  Additionally, ARM V 16:19-25 connects a 

king’s description of another ruler as an aḫum to the expectation that he would join 

forces in besieging three towns: “…Let us seize these settlements, and may your 

army enjoy the booty!  If you are my brother, quickly come up to me” (a-la-ni an-nu-

tim i ni-iṣ-ba-at-ma ù ṣa-bu-ka ša-l[a]-tam li-ku-ul šum-ma a-ḫi at-ta ar-ḫi-iš [e]-li-im)! 

Late Bronze Age letters and treaties make an equivalent connection between 

the use of “brother” and the expectation of acquiescence to requests and military 

support.  Yet, the political landscape that the Amarna Letters describe is different 

than that of the Mari archives, due to the interaction and equilibrium of the large 

territorial states that belonged to the “Great Powers’ Club.”  These polities were at 

significant distances from one another, making any sustained hostilities largely the 

province of vassal proxies.  As a result, exchanges between Great Kings in this 

corpus rarely discuss military support directly.  Instead, the letters emphasize the 

reciprocal exchange of prestige items, especially Egyptian gold and marriageable 

royal women, as a mark of the “love” (râmuttu), “friendship” (atterūtu, ṭābūtu) and 

                                                 
580 Ibid., 292. 
581 7) i-na-[an-n]a ṣa-ba-am ṭú-ur-dam-ma ṣi-bu-tam ša-a-ti lu-uk-šu-ud-ma 8) it-ti ṣa-bi-ka ṣa-ba-am e-mu-
qa-tim lu-uṭ-ru-da-kum-ma 9) ṣi-bu-ut-ka ku-šu-ud (ARM II 33). 



 

254 

“brotherhood” (aḫḫūtu) shared by the independent rulers.582  Accordingly, 

reciprocity in trade, or “gift-giving,” was regarded the fundamental expression of 

mutual support between aḫḫū during this period; an emphasis related to royal 

“brotherhood” that is peculiar to the Late Bronze Age in the full historical scope of 

this political discourse’s use.583  

Despite the importance of reciprocal “gift-giving” for the maintenance of 

“brotherly” relations between Late Bronze Age Great Kings in royal correspondence, 

Hittite parity treaties indicate that obligations of military support remained crucial, 

even though these responsibilities did not figure strongly in the letters discovered at 

Tell el-Amarna. Unfortunately, only the treaty between Ḫattušili III and Ramses II 

preserves a substantial portion of such a text.584  If this accord is representative of 

such a treaty’s form and contents, then it appears that a section emphatically 

asserting the parties’ “brotherhood” directly preceded a lengthy overview of 

stipulations concerning mutual military defense.585   For example, in lines 7-8 of 

Exemplar A of the treaty, Ḫattušili III states that “I have established good 

                                                 
582 Zaccagnini, “The Interdependence of the Great Powers,” 144-145. For example, see: EA 4:15-17; 
11:21’-23’; 20:71-74; 27:7-8; 29:166, etc…  Several scholars have commented on the dispatch of royal 
daughters and sisters for intermarriage into foreign courts as a component of the trade in prestige 
items, although such a notion objectifies these women in a way that is difficult for modern readers to 
understand or accept.  See:  Avruch, “Reciprocity, Equality, and Status-Anxiety in the Amarna 
Letters,” 161-164; Bryce, Letters of the Great Kings of the Ancient Near East, 107; Cline, “‘My Brother, My 
Son’,” 148; Liverani, “The Great Powers’ Club,” 20; A. R. Schulman, “Diplomatic Marriage in the 
Egyptian New Kingdom,” JNES 38 (1979): 177-193. 
583 However, this is not to say that gift-giving/trade between “brother” kings was unimportant or 
non-existent prior to the Late Bronze Age.  The 3rd Millennium Hamazi letter already attests to the 
reciprocal exchange of prestige goods between high functionaries at the courts of Ebla and Hamazi.  
Michalowski, Letters from Early Mesopotamia, 13-14.  Lafont has also demonstrated that the Old 
Babylonian “brother” kings engaged in a form of reciprocal gift-giving that is functionally identical to 
that between the Great Kings of the Late Bronze Age, only smaller in scope.  Lafont, “Relations 
internationals, alliances et diplomatie au temps des royaumes amorrites,” 306-311. 
584 Beckman, HDT, 4. 
585 McCarthy, Treaty and Covenant, 24-25. 
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brotherhood and good peace between us for all time, in order to establish good 

peace and good brotherhood between the land of Egypt together with the land of 

Ḫatti for all time” (at-ta-din [šeš-ut-ta si]g5 sa-la-ma sig5 i-na be-ri-i[n-]ni a-di da-ri-ti a-

na na-da-ni sa-la-ma sig5 šeš-ḫu-ta sig5 [i-na be-rit] kur mi-iṣ-ri-i qà-du kur ḫa-[a]t-ti a-di 

da-a-ri-ti).586  Similar statements follow in lines 9, 15-21, 25, and 27.  However, lines 

27-33 then lay out the specific circumstances in which military support is expected 

from the members of this alliance. 

And if another enemy comes against Ḫatti, and Ḫattušili, Great King, King of 
Ḫatti, sends to me: “Come to me, to my aid against him,” then Ramses, Beloved 
of Amon, Great King, King of Egypt, must send his troops and his chariots, and 
they will defeat his enemy and take revenge for Ḫatti.  And if Ḫattušili, Great 
King, King of Ḫatti, becomes angry with his own servants, after they have 
offended him, and he sends to Ramses, Great King, King of Egypt, on account of 
this, then Ramses, Beloved of Amon, must send his troops and his chariots, and 
they will destroy all with whom he is angry.587 
 

The treaty goes on to stipulate Ḫattušili’s military support of Ramses in reciprocal 

terms in lines 33-39.  Although the requirement is largely described in terms of a 

personal responsibility between the Great Kings, it extends to the entire martial 

forces under their command as the respective heads of their kingdoms (“his infantry 

and his chariots”; érinmeš-šu gišgigirmeš-šu).  Thus, the stipulation is at its core a 

political obligation between polities, for which the Great Kings are the 

administrative, and figurative, heads.  

                                                 
586 Exemplar A:7-8 in Edel, Der Vertrag zwischen Ramses II. von Ägypten und Ḫattušili III. von Ḫatti. (Berlin: 
Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1997), 5.  Exemplar A of the treaty is composed of three fragments: KBo I 7 + KUB 
III 121 + KBo XXVIII 115. 
587 Exemplar A 27) ù šum-ma lúkúr ša-nu-ú 28) il-la-ka [a-na kur Ḫ]a-at-ti ù mḪ[a-at-tu-ši-li lugal kur Ḫa-at-
t]i i-šap-pár a-na a-ia-ši um-ma-a al-ka a-na a-ia-ši 29) a-na re-ṣu-t[i-ia] a-na ša-a-šu ù mRi[-a-ma-še-ša ma-a-
i-da-ma-]na lugal-gal lugal kur Mi-iṣ-ri-i 30) i-šap-pár érinmeš-šu gišgigirmeš-šu ù i-da-ak-ku [úkúr-šu ù gi5-mi-
]-il-la ú-ta-ar a[-na kur Ḫ]a-at-ti 31) ù šum-ma mḪa-at-tu-ši-li lugal-gal lugal kur Ḫa-at-ti [ir-tá-ub a-na ugu-
ḫi ìr[meš-š]u at-tu-šu [ù i]ḫ-ta-ṭú-ú a-na 32) ù i- šap-pár  a-na mRi-a-ma-še-ša lugal-gal lugal kur [Mi-iṣ-ri-i 
ug]u-ḫi-šu a-d[i] mRi-a-ma-š[e-ša m]a-a-i-da-ma-na 33) érinmeš-šu gišgigirmeš-šu i-šap-pár ù ú-ḫal-la-qú gab-bi-
i [ša i-ra-ub] a-na ug[u-]ḫi-šu-nu   
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 The proceeding section has demonstrated the remarkable similarity between 

the well-documented use of aḫum and its Semitic cognates to identify a relative 

political relationship between allied kings in the ancient Near East and the Mari 

tribes in the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts.   Before moving on to an examination of the 

biblical Inter-Group אח Texts and their connection to this political discourse, it is 

necessary to point out that “brother” (aḫum) and “brotherhood” (aḫḫūtum) are not 

the sole terms used to describe the relationship between independent rulers and 

officials in the sources I analyzed above.  In particular, treaties and letters 

frequently use words such as tappûtum (“partnership,” “alliance”) and rā’imūtum 

(“friendship”) alongside aḫḫūtum/atḫūtum to describe the bond that links the 

parties.  This language never defines the relationship between “brother” tribal 

groups in the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts.588  

In light of the profound similarities in behavioral expectations linked to the 

term aḫum in these two contexts, it appears that this distinction is a product of the 

singular role that kinship plays in structuring intra-group solidarity for tribes, 

rather than an intrinsic difference in the meaning of “brotherhood” in tribal and 

royal contexts.  By eliciting the language of tappûtum and rā’imūtum alongside 

aḫḫūtum/atḫūtum, scribes combined the solidifying symbols of economic partnership 

and friendship with kinship in royal diplomacy, thereby communicating the 

strongest possible relationship between independent rulers and their kingdoms.  As 

I have mentioned in previous chapters, tribal societies overwhelmingly emphasize 

                                                 
588 CAD s.v. tappûtu and rā’imūtu.  
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kinship and shared territoriality to facilitate internal social and political solidarity 

through space and time.  Indeed, it is the focus on these very aspects, rather than 

economic partnership and friendship, which makes a given society “tribal” 

according to my understanding of that term’s meaning in the present dissertation.  

As pastoralists, territory would have represented an important socio-economic 

resource for the Mari tribes, and therefore a poor mechanism for representing and 

maintaining foreign relations.  On the other hand, kinship would have remained a 

powerful and malleable symbol for validating mutually supportive relationships 

with the political “other.”  As a result, only references to “brotherhood” would have 

been relevant, and symbolically effective, in this particular context.  

The separation between peoples and polities that the term “brother” 

communicates for tribal groups in letters from the Mari archives is equally visible in 

the Hebrew Bible.  In fact, the “brotherhood” of Israel and Edom stands as sure proof 

that biblical scribes knew and understood the meaning of “brotherhood” in this 

discursive setting, and that it structured their representation of the relationship 

between these two peoples.  Consequently, before analyzing the Inter-Group אח Texts 

and their setting within the twelve-tribe system, the following section will examine 

the fraternal bond between two groups that the biblical record and modern 

scholarship recognize as distinct political bodies and peoples. 

 

Israel and Edom as “Brothers” in the Hebrew Bible 

Pentateuchal and prophetic literature is unanimous in its representation of 

Israel and Edom as “brothers.”  Biblical genealogies and narratives portray the 
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fraternal relationship between these two groups’ eponymous ancestors, Jacob and 

Esau, in great detail.  Moreover, the entire book of Obadiah, albeit one chapter in 

length, is dedicated to an oracle regarding the destruction that Edom will face as a 

result of its heinous actions towards its “brother”: “On account of the violence [to] 

your brother, Jacob / shame will cover you / and you will be cut off forever” ( מחמס

 However, while the biblical record contains  .(אחיך יעקב תכסך בושה ונכרת לעולם

numerous references to Edom as a population with great affinity to Israel, whose 

members are even capable of “coming into the congregation of Yahweh” ( יבא להם

 after three generations of residence (Deut 23:9), it likewise emphasizes (בקהל יהוה

this group’s identity as a separate, non-Israelite, people and polity.  This fact 

corresponds with the known histories of Israel, Judah, and Edom as distinct 

monarchic kingdoms in the Iron II period.  Although scholars have attempted to 

interpret references to this “brotherhood” as the product of territorial, socio-

economic, cultic, and even ethnic connections, comparison of the textual 

representation of their fraternal relationship to the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts, 

particularly in Num 20:14-21, demonstrates that the biblical scribes’ conceived of 

their “brotherhood” with the Edomites in an identical fashion to the Mari tribes: as 

an associative alliance between complimentary political “others.”  In fact, 

recognition of the linguistic and representational dynamics that accompany this 

inter-group political discourse offer a compelling explanation for aspects of the 

Bible’s depiction of the two peoples’ relationship that have gone unnoticed or 

unexplained.     
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Jacob, Esau, and the Political History of Israel, Judah, and Edom in the 8th-6th Centuries BCE 

 The genealogical relationship that Gen 25:19-36:43 describes for Jacob and 

Esau, and their identification as the eponymous ancestors of Israel and Edom, offers 

the primary lens through which most scholars have sought to interpret these two 

groups’ “brotherhood.”  As with the birth narrative of the Israelite tribal eponyms in 

Gen 29:31-30:24, this material’s introductory position shapes the reader’s 

understanding of any subsequent reference to Israel and Edom and their constituent 

members as “brothers” in the biblical corpus.  However, also similar to the birth 

narrative of Gen 29:31-30:24, there is good reason to believe that the narrative 

depicting relations between Jacob and Esau, and even the equation of Esau with 

Edom, is the product of Judahite scribal redaction.  Nevertheless, the notion of 

“brotherhood” between Jacob and Esau is deeply embedded in the preserved 

Israelite cycle of traditions regarding Jacob in Gen 25-35.  Consequently, the origin of 

this relationship must lie in a context other than the hostility and territorial 

antagonism that characterized the interactions between Judahites and Edomites in 

the late monarchic and early post-exilic periods, despite recent scholarly arguments 

otherwise.589 

To begin, it is widely recognized that the name “Edom” (אדום) is a secondary 

addition to the Jacob-Esau narrative in Genesis.  Between Gen 25 and the end of Gen 

36, six passages appear that directly identify “Esau” (עשו) and Edom: Gen 25:25, 30, 

                                                 
589 In particular, Dicou has argued that the literary representation of Israel and Edom as “brothers” 
derives only from post-exilic biblical texts, though the idea may have roots in the close territorial and 
religious relations between Judah and Edom at the beginning of the 6th century BCE.  Bert Dicou, 
Edom, Israel’s Brother and Antagonist: The Role of Edom in Biblical Prophecy and Story (JSOTSup 169; eds. 
David J. A. Cline and Philip R. Davies; Sheffield: JSOT, 1994), 171-181.  
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36:1, 8, 19, and 43.  The first two of these verses, Gen 25:25 and 30, provide separate 

etiologies for how Esau is connected to the name Edom.  Both explanations derive 

from puns on the word “red” (אדם), which has no recognizable connection to the 

name “Esau.”590  The disconnection between the remaining passages and their 

surrounding context indicates they are glosses, introduced by a later scribe who 

sought to more emphatically identify Esau with Edom.  These passages also appear 

solely in the first and final chapters of the Jacob story, while the intervening 

narrative never mentions this identification, and never requires it.591  The 

concentration of this material on the boundaries of the literary unit correlates 

directly with the known editorial techniques of ancient Near Eastern and biblical 

scribes.  As I discussed in the dissertation’s introduction, tradents frequently 

introduced new writing to the beginning and conclusion of a source in their efforts 

to preserve and update the literary tradition. 

 Importantly, the first three chapters of the Jacob story (Gen 25:19-27:45) also 

provide an explanation for Esau/Edom’s hatred for Jacob/Israel: i.e. the younger 

brother’s acquisition of the firstborn’s birthright and blessing.  Esau’s murderous 

plans against Jacob following the loss of their father’s blessing even provide the plot 

mechanism that transports the Israelite patriarch from his home in Canaan to the 

                                                 
590 Indeed, the land of Edom likely takes its name from the red Nubian sandstone prevalent in the 
region between Wadi el-Ḥasa and Ras en-Naqb to the east of the ‘Arabah.  Diana V. Edelman, “Edom: A 
Historical Geography,” in You Shall Not Abhor an Edomite for He Is Your Brother: Edom and Seir in History 
and Tradition (ed. Diana V. Edelman; Archaeology and Biblical Studies 3; ed. L. Michael White; Atlanta: 
Scholars), 2-3. 
591 Jean Louis Ska, “Genèse 25, 19-34 – ouvertur du cycle de Jacob,” in Jacob: Commentaire à plusieurs voix 
de Gen. 25-36 (eds. Jean-Daniel Macchi and Thomas Römer; Le Monde de la Bible 44; Genève: Labor et 
Fides, 2000), 20.  
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tent of his maternal uncle Laban in Padan-Aram.  The antagonism between Esau and 

Jacob in this portion of the Jacob story corresponds with the widespread 

condemnation of Edom in the prophetic corpus.  As previously mentioned, the book 

of Obadiah is dedicated entirely to an oracle against Edom.  In addition, Isa 34, Jer 

49:7-22, Ezek 25:12-14, 35:1-15, Joel 4:19, Amos 1:11-12, and 9:11-12 all contain oracles 

against Israel and Judah’s southeastern neighbor.  Far from being independent, these 

texts bear clear signs of intertextual connection, which indicates that they all 

originated between the late monarchic and early post-exilic periods.592  As such, the 

oracles against Edom must be understood as a literary phenomenon with roots in 

the final century of Judah’s existence as a monarchic state.   

The expansion of Edomite settlement into Judahite territory, which may 

have resulted in niche competition between the two kingdoms in the eastern Negev, 

provides a contextual backdrop for understanding the negative scribal 

preoccupation with Edom during this period.  The recovery of Edomite pottery and 

ostraca at Qitmit, Tel ‘Aroer, and Malhata supports the argument of an Edomite 

presence in the region at that time.593  The fact that excavations in the eastern Negev 

                                                 
592 Dicou, Edom, Israel’s Brother and Antagonist, 88-114. 
593 Itzhaq Beit Arieh, “The Edomites in Cisjordan” in You Shall Not Abhor an Edomite for He is Your Brother: 
Edom and Seir in History and Tradition (ed. Diana V. Edelman; Archaeology and Biblical Studies 3; ed. L. 
Michael White; Atlanta: Scholars, 1995), 36-37.  It should be noted that the identification of Edomite 
pottery is still questionable.  The pottery identified by Beit Arieh and others as “Edomite” is based on 
comparisons with pottery excavated in Transjordan, in the region the Bible identifies as Edom.  
Therefore, the name “Edomite” is a modern identification largely based on the Bible.  Moreover, I am 
well aware of the problems of equating pottery and people.  There is no evidence to suggest these 
pottery styles and design motifs were the sole property of one ethnic group, but the evidence 
appeared worthy of mention. On the difficulties of identifying “Edomite” material culture, see: Piotr 
Bienkowski, “The Edomites: The Archaeological Evidence from Transjordan” in You Shall Not Abhor an 
Edomite for He is Your Brother: Edom and Seir in History and Tradition. Edited by Diana V. Edelman. 
Archaeology and Biblical Studies 3. Edited by L. Michael White. Atlanta: Scholars, 1995. 
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have also shown that there was an unprecedented level of fortification in the area 

beginning in the seventh century BCE provides additional indication of rising 

territorial tensions, as well as both sides’ interest in securing southern trade 

routes.594  Finally, ostracon No. 24 from Arad bears direct textual witness to Judahite 

concerns over Edomite expansion in the region: “This is an order from the king – a 

life-and-death matter for you. I send (this message) in order to warn you today: 

The(se) men (must be) with Elisha, lest Edom should come there” ( ודברהמלכ אתכם

 Such warnings  595.(בנבשכמ.הנהשלחתילהעיד בכמ.הימ.האנשמ.את.אלישע.פנ.תבא.אדמ.שמה

appear to have been well founded, as there is some, albeit limited, evidence of 

Edom’s failure to support Jerusalem during the Babylonian siege of 586 BCE, as well 

as territorial conflicts with Judahites who returned from exile in the years that 

followed.596 

While this information yields a context for the production of texts negatively 

biased towards Edom, it does little to explain the positive portrayals of Esau/Edom 

in the biblical corpus, as well as the eponym’s genealogical position as Jacob’s twin 

brother.  First, although the beginning of the Jacob story places the patriarch and 

Esau in direct conflict, Gen 32:4-33:20 witnesses a peaceful, and altogether 

unexpected, reconciliation between them.  The brothers even come together to bury 

                                                 
594 Beit Arieh, “The Edomites in Cisjordan,” 35. 
595 Arad 24:17-20. See also “Arad 24: Military Movements” and “Arad 40: The Edomite Problem,” 
translated by Dennis Pardee (COS 3.43K, L:84-85).  
596 B. C. Cresson, “The Condemnation of Edom in Post-Exilic Judaism,” in The Use of the Old Testament in 
the New and Other Essays (ed. J. M. Efird; Durham, 1972), 125-148; Dicou, Edom, Israel’s Brother and 
Antagonist, 182-197.  Bartlett does not regard the events and aftermath of 586 BCE as the actual cause 
of Judahite enmity towards Edom.  Instead, he suggests that the seeds of this negative bias “go back to 
the monarchic period; the Davidic conquest of Edom and Edom’s later successful fight for 
independence…”  John R. Bartlett, Edom and the Edomites (JSOTSup 77; eds. David J. A. Clines and Philip 
R. Davies; Shefffield: JSOT, 1989), 156. 
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their father in Gen 35:29: “And Isaac passed away and died, and was gathered to his 

people in old age, and Esau and Jacob, his sons, buried him” ( ויגוע יצחק וימת ויאסף אל

 In addition, the book of Deuteronomy  .(עמיו זקן ושבע ימים ויקברו אתו עשו ויעקב בניו

contains several positive references to the “children of Esau/Esauites” (בני עשו) and 

“the Edomite” (אדמי).  Deut 2:22 even states that it was Yahweh who dispossessed the 

Horites that lived in the land of Seir in order to settle the “Esauites” (בני עשו) in their 

place, while vv.4-8 of this same chapter describe the Israelites’ safe passage through 

the former group’s territory in Transjordan: “…you are passing through the borders 

of your brothers, the Esauites, who dwell in Seir…” ( אתם עברים בגבול אחיכם בני עשו

 Deut 23:8-9 goes on to command “you shall not abhor an Edomite for   .(הישבים בשעיר

he is your brother” (לא תתעב אדמי כי אחיך הוא).  This text then declares that Edomites 

may gain admittance into the “congregation of Yahweh” (קהל יהוה) after three 

generations of residence in the land of Israel.  Significantly, each of these positive 

statements links the Esauites and Edomites to the Israelites as “brothers” (אחים), just 

as several of the most negative do (Amos 1:11, Obad 1:8-11). 

 The positive portrayal of Esau in the Jacob story, his parity status with the 

Israelite patriarch as a twin brother, and the representation of the “Esauites” ( בני

 as a peaceful and supportive neighboring people in Deuteronomy is (עשו

incomprehensible from a late monarchic Judahite perspective.  However, the 

Hebrew Bible’s character as a Judahite text in which scribes have incorporated 

particular Israelite traditions creates the possibility that the notion of 

“brotherhood” between Esau and Jacob and their related peoples is the product of a 
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relationship that did not include Judah.597  A mutually supportive alliance between 

the Israelites and a southern Transjordanian tribal group known as the “Esauites” 

 makes political sense in light of the hostility between the direct territorial (בני עשו)

neighbors of Israel and Moab, to which 2 Kgs 1:1, 3:4-26, and the Mesha Stele testify.  

Indeed, although the Israelites and “Esauites” (בני עשו) would have lacked a common 

border, alliances frequently “leap-frog adjacent peoples,” as with Judah and Assyria 

during the Syro-Ephraimite war (2 Kgs 16, Isa 7).598  Thus, it is entirely likely that the 

origin of the fraternal relationship between Esau and Jacob is as a genealogical 

validation of the associative political relationship between Israel and the “Esauites” 

 In other words, Esau and Jacob are genealogical “brothers” because the  .(בני עשו)

Esauites and Israelites already shared an alliance as political “brothers.”   

Later Judahite scribes were able to use the parameters of this accord and its 

accompanying political discourse of “brotherhood” as the literary framework for 

accusations against “Edom” due to their assertion of Israelite identity.  Unlike the 

name “Esauites” (בני עשו), the title “Edom” (אדום) originated as a geographical term 

that became the moniker of a monarchic kingdom.599  This accords with the biblical 

record itself, wherein the name “Edom” first occurs as a designator for a people and 

polity symbolized by the eponym “Esau” in texts produced in the late monarchic 

period.600  Such is the case in Num 20:14-21. 

                                                 
597 For more on this notion, see: Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 84. 
598 Ibid., 84. 
599 Edelman, “Edom,” 11. 
600 Dicou, Edom, Israel’s Brother and Antagonist, 167-176. Bartlett has also suggested a difference in 
Israelite and Judahite conceptions of Edomite “brotherhood,” even asserting that the Israelite 
tradition was related to a political relationship between the two entities.  However, he sees a parallel, 
rather than derivative, conception of Judahite-Edomite “brotherhood,” and argues that the Israelite 
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Israel and Edom in Num 20:14-21 

 Of the numerous biblical texts that describe Esau/Edom and Jacob/Israel as 

“brothers,” it is Num 20:14-21 that carries the most significant implications for the 

present study.  A close comparison of this text with passages from the Inter-Group 

Aḫum Texts, particularly A.3577, reveals striking linguistic and representational 

similarities, thereby compelling the conclusion that a single paradigm for the 

portrayal of ancient Near Eastern tribal groups as “brothers” has structured both 

sources.  However, several features also point to Num 20:14-21 being a late addition 

to the Pentateuch, indicating that Judahite scribes remained cognizant of אח’s 

situated meaning as a type of associative political alliance between separate polities 

as late as the post-monarchic period. 

Num 20:14-21 is one of only two texts in the Hebrew Bible that represent  the 

people “Israel” speaking in the 1st person singular and identifying another group as 

an אח.  In this case, “Israel” addresses a message to “Edom” (אדום), refers to itself as 

that entity’s “brother” (אח), and asks for peaceful passage through its territory.  

Edom’s response is far from “brotherly.” 

ישראל אתה ידעת את כל התלאה אשר  אחיךוישלח משה מלאכים מקדש אל מלך אדום כה אמר 

וירעו לנו מצרים ולאבתינו: ונצעק אל יהוה מצאתנו: וירדו אבתינו מצרימה ונשב במצרים ימים רבים 

וישמע קלנו וישלח מלאך ויצאנו ממצרים והנה אנחנו בקדש עיר קצה גבולך: נעברה נא בארצך לא 

נעבר בשדה ובכרם ולא נשתה מי באר דרך המלך נלך לא נטה ימין ושמאול עד אשר נעבר גבולך: 

יאמרו אליו בני ישראל במסלה נעלה ואם ויאמר אליו אדום לא תעבר בי פן בחרב אצא לקראתך: ו

מימיך נשתה אני ומקני ונתתי מכרם רק אין דבר ברגלי אעברה: ויאמר לא תעבר ויצא אדום לקראתו 

 בעם כבד וביד חזקה: וימאן אדום נתן את ישראל עבר בגבלו ויט ישראל מעליו
 

                                                 
tradition is related only to the name “Edom” and never “Esau.”  J. R. Bartlett, “The Land of Seir and 
the Brotherhood of Edom,” JTS 20/1 (1969): 14-15, 17-18.  See also: ibid, “The Brotherhood of Edom,” 
JSOT 4 (1977): 21-22.  This is the reverse of my own argument. 
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And Moses sent messengers from Qadesh to the king of Edom, “Thus said your 
brother Israel, you know all tribulation which has befallen us.  Our ancestors 
went down to Egypt and we dwelt in Egypt a long time, but the Egyptians were 
evil to us and to our ancestors.  So we cried out to Yahweh, and he heard our 
voice and he sent an angel and brought us out from Egypt and now we are at 
Qadesh, a city on the edge of your border.  Please let us pass through your land, 
we will not cross into fields or vineyards and we will not drink well water.  We 
will travel on the King’s Highway, not turning to the right or the left until we 
cross your border.  But Edom said to him, “You shall not pass through me, lest I 
go out to you with a sword!”  And the children of Israel said, “We will go up by 
the highway, and if we drink from your water, I and my livestock, then I will 
give their price.  It is a non-matter; let me pass!”  And he said, “You shall not 
pass.”  And Edom went out against him with a heavy contingent of men and a 
heavy hand.  Edom refused to give Israel passage through his territory, so Israel 
turned away from him.  
 

For a variety of reasons, this text’s description of interaction between Israel and 

Edom in the period of the wilderness wanderings has received considerable 

attention from biblical scholars.   

From a historical perspective, v.14’s reference to an Edomite king prior to 

Israel’s entrance into the land raises historical problems.  The archaeological 

evidence shows that Edom did not become a monarchic state until the establishment 

of Assyrian suzerainty in the 8th century BCE.601  This anachronism points to a 

compositional context temporally and politically removed from the Late Bronze Age 

world that these verses purport to describe.  A close reading of this passage also 

reveals links to other biblical texts.  First, Num 20:14-21 contains clear literary 

connections to the description of Israel’s message to King Sihon in Num 21:21-24, as 

                                                 
601 Ernst Axel Knauf-Belleri, “Edom: The Social and Economic History,” in You Shall Not Abhor an 
Edomite, For He Is Your Brother: Edom and Seir in History and Tradition (ed. Diana V. Edelman; Archaeology 
and Biblical Studies 3; ed. L. Michael White; Atlanta: Scholars, 1995), 108.  In 2004, Levy et al 
challenged the predominate chronological opinion regarding the Edomite state’s development based 
on C14 dating at the site of Khirbat en-Nahas.  The researchers argued that copper production may 
have produced a complex Edomite polity as early as the 12th century BCE.  Thomas E. Levy et al., 
“Reassessing the Chronology of Biblical Edom: New Excavations and 14C Dates from Khirbat en-Nahas 
(Jordan),” Antiquity 78 (2004): 876-877.  However, this study has received considerable critique from 
other archaeologists.  For example, see: Evaline van der Steen and Piotr Bienkowski, “Radiocarbon 
Dates from Khirbat en-Nahas: A Methodological Critique,” Antiquity 80 (2006). 
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well as the contradictory report of the people’s encounter with the “Esauites” ( בני

 in Deut 2:1-8.602  Furthermore, Edom’s refusal to allow Israel to pass through its (עשו

territory, lest it go out against them “with the sword” (פן בחרב אצא לקראתך) strongly 

resembles Amos 1:11, which admonishes Edom “because he pursued him, his 

brother, with the sword” (על רדפו בחרב אחיו).   Significantly, Amos 1:11-12 belongs to 

the larger complex of oracles against the nations in Amos 1-2, which carries signs of 

literary or traditional dependence on Ezek 25-26, as well as links to Obadiah and Joel 

4.  This has led scholars such as Dicou to argue that Amos 1-2 is in fact a post-exilic 

composition.603  Thus, the cumulative textual identifies Num 20:14-21 as a scribal 

construct, woven from literary traditions regarding Edom from throughout the 

biblical corpus.604  As a result, there has been a reasonable tendency to consider 

these verses as a late pentateuchal addition, and it is clear that the authors have 

structured its depiction of Edom in a way that fits the late-monarchic and early post-

exilic Judahite bias against this polity.605 

                                                 
602 Bartlett, Edom and the Edomites, 90-93.  Interestingly, Deut 2:1-8 lacks any reference to the name 
“Edom,” exclusively referring to the group through whose territory the Israelites would pass as the 
 In his medieval commentary on the Pentateuch, Rashbam claims that these  .(bĕnê ʽēśāw) בני עשו
traditions of inter-group contact between Israel and “the children of Esau” on the one hand, and 
Israel and Edom on the other, might actually represent separate traditions, and distinct peoples.  See 
Weinfelds discussion of Rashbam’s interpretation in Deuteronomy 1-11, 159. 
603 Dicou, Edom, Israel’s Brother and Antagonist, 168-169. 
604 Bartlett, Edom and the Edomites, 91; Siegfried Mittmann, “Num 20, 14-21 – Eine redaktionelle 
Kompilation,” in Wort und Geschichte: Festschrift für Karl Elliger zum 70. Geburtstag (eds. Hartmut Gese 
und Hans Peter Rüger; Alter Orient und Altes Testament 18; eds. Kurt Bergerhof, Manfried Dietrich, 
and Oswald Loretz; Kevelaer: Verlag Butzon & Bercker, 1973), 143-147.  
605 Bartlett, Edom and the Edomites, 91-92; Dicou, Edom, Israel’s Brother and Antagonist, 170-171.  Other 
scholars have regarded the passage as part of a combined JE source, and therefore dating to the early 
monarchic period.  See: George Buchanan Gray, Numbers (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1956), 264; Levine, 
Numbers 1-20, 491. 
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 Nevertheless, the linguistic and representational dynamics used to depict the 

relationship between Israel and Edom in Num 20:14-21 are identical to those that I 

described in relation to the Mari tribes in the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts.  First, the 

introduction of Israel’s message to Edom in v.14 states “Thus said your brother 

Israel” (כה אמר אחיך ישראל).  Here we find אח as a singular noun with the 2nd masculine 

singular possessive suffix:  אחיך(’āḥîkā).  This construction identifies Israel as a 

singular entity and “brother” of Edom.  This statement closely parallels the Numḫa’s 

identification of the Sim’alites as “my brother” (a-ḫi) in line 31’ of A.3577.  This 

singular representation, which appears in several additional Inter-Group Aḫum Texts, 

continues in v.14 and vv.18-21.  Hence, just as Israel speaks in the 1st person singular 

in v.14, Edom declares in v.18 that “you shall not pass through me lest I come out to 

you with the sword” (לא תעבר בי פן בחרב אצא לקראתך).  Edom explicitly addresses Israel 

as a singular entity in this verse, using 2nd masculine singular verbal forms and 

suffixes in reference to it: “you shall not pass” (תעבר לא) and “towards you” (לקראתך).  

Text A.3577 dramatically bears witness to the parallel 1st person singular 

representation of group speech in lines 32’-33’, which describe the gathered body of 

the Numḫa declaring  “I am at peace” (a-sa-al-li-im) and “I will always live” (a-ba-a[l-

lu-uṭ] ù a-ba-al-lu-uṭ).   As in the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts, the singular representation of 

Israel and Edom in Num 20:14 and 18-21 emphasizes these peoples’ character as 

corporate political entities, with group-based interests and goals.   

Num 20:14-21 also uses אח to communicate reciprocal obligations of non-

aggression and supportive behavior, just like the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts.  As I 

mentioned previously, Israel specifically identifies itself as Edom’s אח in the 
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message’s introduction.  This identification asserts a specific role relation between 

the named peoples, which the rhetoric of the passage directs toward gaining Israel 

unmolested travel.  The Israelites make the reciprocity involved in this affiliation 

explicit in v.17, assuring the Edomites of their peaceful intentions: “we will not cross 

into fields or vineyards and we will not drink well water.  We will travel on the 

King’s Highway, not turning to the right or the left until we cross your border” ( לא

 It is  .(נעבר בשדה ובכרם ולא נשתה מי באר דרך המלך נלך לא נטה ימין ושמאול עד אשר נעבר גבולך

clear from the passage that Israel expects its “brother” to acquiesce to their request 

and maintain reciprocal peaceful relations with them as they travel through their 

territory. 

However, Edom does not accept Israel’s entreaty in Num 20:18.  Instead, in 

order to prevent the Israelites from passing through their borders, the Edomites 

militarily repress them, forcing them to take a different route in their journey to 

Canaan.  Edom’s actions are categorically “un-brotherly.”  First, this group never 

echoes Israel’s fraternal identification in their response to its request for safe 

passage.  Furthermore, Edom shows Israel no supportive behavior, even acting as a 

military opponent.  In this way, the Edom of Num 20:14-21 fails to fulfill the 

behavioral expectations of the inter-group relationship of “brotherhood” in a way 

that parallel’s prophetic oracles that also denounce Edom’s actions as ill-befitting a 

“brother.” 

Thus, the representation of “brotherhood” between Israel and Edom as a 

type of associative alliance between supportive peer polities in Num 20:14-21 marks 

this biblical passage as a parallel manifestation of the political discourse that 
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structures the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts.  The significance of this identification for the 

present study is manifold.  First, biblical tradition is unanimous in its recognition of 

Edom and the “Esauites” (בני עשו) as a non-Israelite people and polity, regardless of 

particular passages’ attitude toward the latter group.  However, a tradition of 

political “brotherhood” between Israel and the “Esauites” (בני עשו) as tribal peoples, 

which later Judahite scribes connected to the relationship between themselves and 

the monarchic state of Edom, offers an explanation for the juxtaposition of positive 

and negative portrayals of Esau/Edom in the Hebrew Bible, and the pervasive 

description of Israel and Edom as “brothers” in biblical writing.  Indeed, the 

behavioral expectations of that alliance, especially reciprocal non-aggression and 

military support, provided the conceptual framework for critiques of Edom’s actions 

with regards to Judah in the late monarchic and early post-exilic periods, 

particularly in scribal circles responsible for prophetic texts.  Finally, the late date of 

composition for Num 20:14-21, and its close adherence to the linguistic and 

representational dynamics witnessed by the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts, shows that 

biblical scribes knew and understood אח’s situated meaning within this political 

discourse as late as the post-monarchic period.   In the present chapter’s final 

section, I will show that the parameters of this discourse of tribal “brotherhood” 

also lays behind the description of relations between particular Israelite groups in 

the Inter-Group אח Texts.  

 

Scribal Representation of the Israelite Tribes as “Brothers” in the Inter-Group אח Texts 
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An examination of the use of אח in the biblical Inter-Group אח Texts reveals this 

corpus’ striking resemblance to the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts, as well as to Num 20:14-

21.  In both cases, linguistic dynamics accentuate the inherent political character of 

the groups, including an observable emphasis on the singular representation of the 

peoples involved.  Furthermore, both the Inter-Group אח and Aḫum Texts link 

references to “brotherhood” between tribal groups to equivalent reciprocal 

obligations of non-aggression and supportive behavior.  The collective weight of the 

comparative evidence demonstrates that these corpora constitute separate 

manifestations of a shared scribal conception of “brotherhood” as an associative 

political relationship between tribal groups as independent peoples and polities. 

 

The Israelite Tribe as a Plural and Singular Entity 

Comparing the linguistic dynamics surrounding the use of אח and aḫum in the 

Inter-Group אח and Aḫum Texts shows that in each case the fraternal kin term 

describes a relationship between independent population groups engaged in 

collective actions directed at public goals; in other words, behaving politically.  In 

addition, this emphasis on distinct group-based identities and interests results in a 

mixture of individual and pluralistic representative language, including inter-group 

dialogue in the 1st person singular.  This descriptive strategy links a majority of the 

Inter-Group אח and Aḫum Texts, while its absence in other references to 

“brotherhood” between Israelite tribes is also informative. 

First, despite plural references to the “Levitical priests” (כהנים הלוים) in Deut 

10:9 and 18:1-2, these same verses use the 3rd masculine singular possessive suffix to 
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identify the tribe of Levi’s relationship to an unspecified collection of “its brothers” 

 Just as in the case of the singular dumu si-im-a-al in line 17 of FM II  .(ʼeḥāyw ,אחיו)

116, it is easy to disregard these singular references to the tribe of Levi and “its 

brothers” (אחיו) as idiosyncratic.  Furthermore, the proceeding genealogical 

narratives of Genesis condition the reader to pass over this language as a simple 

reference to the familial origins of the twelve-tribe system.  However, examining 

these passage’s use of the term אח alongside the other Inter-Group אח Texts reveals 

that this language is part of a larger trend, which other passages present in greater 

detail.   

For instance, Judg 1:1-21 juxtaposes plural and singular descriptions of the 

groups linked as אחים as well.  However, in this case Judah speaks in the 1st person 

singular to Simeon “his brother” (אחיו), grammatically testifying that this singular 

portrayal of the group’s corporate character is intentional, just as in the case of 

A.3577’s depiction of the Numḫa, as well as the portrayal of Edom in Num 20:14-21.  

Indeed, Judah asks Simeon to go up “with me” (אתי) into “my lot” (גורלי), and then 

declares that “I will go” (והלכתי), while the Numḫa declare “I am at peace” (a-sa-al-li-

im) and “I will always live” (a-ba-a[l-lu-uṭ] ù a-ba-al-lu-uṭ) in A.3577: 32’-33’, and Edom 

declares “you shall not pass through me lest I come out to you with the sword” ( לא

 in Num 20:18.  In addition, Judah directs its speech to a (תעבר בי פן בחרב אצא לקראתך

similarly singularly embodied Simeon, when it states “I will go up with you (2nd 

masculine singular) into your (2nd masculine singular) lot” (והלכתי גם אני אתך בגורלך).  

Despite this explicitly singular portrayal of Judah’s corporate character, vv.4-16 mix 

use of singular and plural verbs in reference to the same named people, similar to 
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singular and plural references to the Mari tribes in FM II 116, A.3572, and A.3577.606  

In particular, v.4 states that Yahweh delivered the Canaanites and Perizzites “into 

their (3rd masculine plural) hand” (בידם), while vv.4-16 contain numerous 3rd 

masculine plural verbal forms: “And they slew them…” (ויכום), “And they found…” 

 And they“ ,(ויכו) ”…And they smote“ ,(וילחמו) ”…And they made battle“ ,(וימצאו)

pursued…” (וירדפו), “And they seized…” (ואחזו), “And they cut off…” (ויקצצו), “And they 

brought him…” (ויביאהו), etc… 

In 2 Samuel 19, “all the men of Israel” (כל איש ישראל) arrive at Gilgal to escort 

the king back to Jerusalem, only to discover that the men of Judah had already 

accompanied David across the Jordan River.  As a result, they ask their king the 

following question in v.42: “Why have our brothers, the men of Judah, stolen you, 

and conducted the king and his house across the Jordan, along with all David’s 

men?” (מדוע גנבוך אחינו איש יהודה ויעברו את המלך ואת ביתו את הירדן וכל אנשי דוד עםו).  

Particular constructions firmly establish the plural character of the Israelite and 

Judahite groups in this text.  First, vv.42-44 use the singular noun איש (ʼîš) in the 

constructions “men of Israel” (איש ישראל) and “men of Judah” (איש יהודה) as a “noun 

of species,” grammatically emphasizing the collective corporate character of both 

groups.607  Second, the men of Israel explicitly refer to the men of Judah as “our 

brothers” (אחינו) in v.42, marking their own plurality by use of the 1st common plural 

                                                 
606 Although he is not particularly interested in analyzing this mixture of singular and plural verbs in 
Judg 1:4-16, Soggin notes its existence in his commentary on Judges.  Soggin, Judges, 26.  I will discuss 
the compositional implications of the juxtaposition of representative strategies in vv.3, 17 and 4-16 in 
Chapter 5. 
607 Paul Joüon, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew (trans. T. Muraoka; Vol. 3: Syntax; Subsidia Biblica 14/II; 
Rome: Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblica, 1991), 498. 
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possessive suffix נו- (-nû), and that of the Judahites with the plural form of the noun 

 Despite this clear emphasis on the plural nature of both groups in this verse, the  .אח

men of Judah respond to the men of Israel in the 1st person singular in v.43, stating 

that King David is nearer “to me” (אלי).  They then ask the men of Israel “why does 

this anger you” (למה זה חרה לך), referring to them with the 2nd masculine singular 

suffix –kā ( ך- ).  Moreover, the men of Israel respond saying that “I have ten shares in 

the king” (עשר ידות במלך).  This type of 1st person inter-group dialogue directly 

parallels Judg 1:3 and 17, Num 20:18, and A.3577. 

  The most striking singular representation of a named people in the Inter-

Group אח Texts occurs in Judg 20:23 and 28.  Prior to these verses, Judg 20:13 uses the 

plural form of אח with the 3rd masculine plural possessive suffix (אחיהם; ’ăḥêhem) to 

refer to “Benjamin” (בנימן) and the Israelites, clearly defining both as populations 

whose multiple members shared a relationship as אחים.  Judg 20:23 continues this 

plural description of the Israelites and Benjaminites through use of numerous 3rd 

masculine plural verbal forms in reference to the peoples’ actions (i.e. ויעלו, 

wayyaʽălû; ויבכו, wayyibĕkû).  However, when the Israelites seek guidance from 

Yahweh concerning their next move in the war against the Benjaminites in vv.23, 

they speak in the 1st person singular (האוסיף, “shall I continue”) and refer to the 

plural “Benjaminites” (בני בנימן) as “my brother” (אחי), specifying a direct 

relationship between the Israelites and the Benjaminites as corporate entities.  

Grammatical indicators of the Israelites’ plurality occur again in v.27, but v.28 

returns to a 1st person singular representation of the group’s speech (האוסיף, “shall I 
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continue”; אחי, “my brother”).  Judg 21:6 continues this mixture of plural and 

singular representative language.  In the first half of the verse, the “Israelites” ( בני

 on (weyinnāḥămû ,וינחמו) ”in the 3rd masculine plural, “have compassion ,(ישראל

Benjamin “his brother” (אחיו).  Conversely, the second half of v.6 describes “Israel” 

 which includes Benjamin: “Today, a tribe is ,שבטים as a collection of multiple (ישראל)

cut off from Israel” (נגדע היום שבט אחד מישראל). 

From the standpoint of linguistic dynamics, the similarity between the 

Numḫa’s reference to the Sim’alites as aḫī in A.3577 and Israel’s description of the 

Benjaminites as אחי in Judg 20:23 and 28 is obvious.  In both cases, a group identifies 

another named people as “my brother,” using the singular forms of אח or aḫum and a 

1st singular possessive suffix.  Furthermore, groups speak in the 1st common singular 

in both texts, despite their inclusion of multiple persons.  Regardless of past 

scholarly treatments of these biblical verses, the affinity between Judg 20:23, 28, and 

A.3577:31’ compels us to set aside their understanding of the Israelites’ singular 

reference to Benjamin as “my brother” (אחי) as a textual anomaly requiring 

correction in translation and instead approach it as an intentional statement; part of 

the grammar of an institutionalized political discourse.   

Yet, the significance of Judg 20:23 and 28 as Inter-Group אח Texts goes even 

further.  These verses stand beside Num 20:14 as the only other passages in the 

Hebrew Bible in which Israel speaks collectively as a people and refers to another 

group as an אח.  Therefore, the only other case of such an identifying statement in 

the biblical corpus involves a population group that this same body of texts 

consistently represents as non-Israelite.  This observation will play a leading role in 
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my examination of the scribal interests and editorial strategies that shaped Judg 19-

21.  It is sufficient to note here that I have already shown that the term “brother” 

communicates a notion of social and political separation in ancient Near Easter 

inter-group discourse, wherein it identifies a complimentary political “other.”  Judg 

20:23 and 28 underscore the implications of this fact in a way that it is possible to 

overlook in the other Inter-Group אח Texts.  By referring to the Benjaminites as “my 

brother,” Israel is implicitly representing Benjamin as a non-Israelite people, similar 

to Edom in Num 20:14.  

As I discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, the singular representation of Israelite 

groups is present throughout the Inter-Group אח Texts that appear in “The Blessing of 

Jacob” and “The Blessing of Moses.”  The singular depiction of Judah in Gen 49:8 

begins with multiple uses of the 2nd masculine singular possessive suffix and 

pronoun: “you are Judah / your brothers will praise you / your hand will be on the 

neck of your enemies / the sons of your father will bow down to you” ( יהודה אתה יודוך

 Likewise, the related passages of Gen 49:26  608.(אחיך ידך בערף איביך ישתחוו לך בני אביך

and Deut 33:16 use 2nd and 3rd masculine singular possessive suffixes to depict Joseph 

as a singular entity: “May the blessings of your father surpass the blessings of the 

eternal mountains / the reaches of the eternal hills / may they be on the head of 

                                                 
608 My translation follows Westermann’s interpretation of verse 8’s first colon as a nominal sentence.  
“Whether an addition or not, the meaning is “Judah are you!” i.e., you are what your name means, 
namely, ‘your brothers shall praise you.’  This is not an etymology, i.e., the purpose of the saying is 
not to explain the name Judah…it is a pure wordplay that wants to say: he has shown himself as יהודה 
in a particular situation, such that his brothers praise him because of his heroic deed and 
acknowledge him as a hero.”  Westermann, Genesis 37-50, 227. Mathews notes that the 2nd person 
pronoun dominates verse 8.  He writes that “just as the second person ‘you’ distinguished Reuben as 
the firstborn (v. 3), the second person here distinguishes Judah from his brothers.”  Kenneth A. 
Mathews, Genesis 11:27-50:26 (The New American Commentary 1B; ed. E. Ray Clendenen; Nashville: 
Broadman and Holman, 2005), 891.     
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Joseph /and on the crown of the consecrated one of his brothers” ( ברכת אביך גברו על

 And from the excellence“ ;(ברכת הורי עד תאות גבעת עולם תהיין לראש יוסף ולקדקד נזיר אחיו

of the land and its fullness / and the favor of the inhabitant of the bush / may (these 

things) come onto the head of Joseph /onto the crown of the consecrated one of his 

brothers” (וממגד ארץ ומלאה ורצון שכני סנה תבואתה לראש יוסף ולקדקד נזיר אחיו).  Deut 33:24 

also uses the 3rd masculine singular possessive pronominal suffix and the 3rd 

masculine singular jussive form of the verb היה (hyh) to represent Asher as a singular 

entity: “Asher is the most blessed amongst sons / may he be the favored of his 

brothers / And may he dip his foot in oil” (ברוך מבנים אשר יהי רצוי אחיו וטבל בשמן רגלו).   

Nevertheless, grammatical, lexical, and syntactic indicators of the eponyms’ 

representation of polities are least present in these passages.  By contrast, I have 

already shown that they contain an emphasis on the eponyms’ familial character 

that is lacking in the other Inter-Group אח Texts.  This is likely a product of their 

conceptual dependence on the Jacob and Joseph stories in Gen 25-50 and the larger 

twelve-tribe system that now frames all references to “brotherhood” between the 

Israelite tribes.  Significantly, the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts contain no such familial 

imagery in their depiction of “brotherhood” between the Mari tribes. 

 

Reciprocal Obligations of Non-Aggression and Supportive Behavior between Israelite Groups 

 The representation of reciprocal obligations of non-aggression and 

supportive behavior also bind the Inter-Group אח and Aḫum Texts as manifestations of 

a single scribal conception of tribal “brotherhood.”  In each case, the text links the 

expected behavior to the activity of the group as a whole, suggesting the named 
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entities’ capacity for corporate, political action.  Within the texts, this element is 

squarely focused on the reciprocity expected of the inter-group relations, the 

mobilization of military forces, and acquiescence to requests.  The equivalence and 

mutuality that lays behind these behaviors underscores the role of parity in the 

relationship. 

 Judg 20:13, 23, 28, 21:6, 2 Sam 19:42, and 1 Kgs 12:24 strongly support this 

observation by directly connecting the named groups’ status as אחים to expectations 

of inter-group non-aggression and compliance to demands, similar to ARM XXVII 68 

and A.3572.  Interestingly, these Inter-Group אח Texts largely illustrate these 

behavioral expectations negatively: i.e. through actions that do not comply with an 

expectation of non-aggression.  For instance, in Judg 20:12-13, men from the “Tribes 

of Israel” (שבטי ישראל) go to Benjamin and ask: “What is this evil that has occurred 

amongst you?  Now, give us the worthless people who are in Gibeah so that we may 

kill them and turn aside this evil from Israel” ( מה הרעה הזאת אשר נהיתה בכם: ועתה תנו

 Despite this direct demand by  .(את האנשים בני בליעל אשר בגבעה ונמיתם ונבערה רעה מישראל

the Israelites, the narrator states in v.13b that the Benjaminites “did not accede to 

listen to the voice of their brothers, the Israelites” ( ולא אבו ]בני[ בנימן לשמע בקול אחיהם

 ’This verse portrays a level of dissonance between the Benjaminites  .(בני ישראל

status as אחים with the Israelites and their refusal to comply with their request.  

Moreover, there is an inherent aggression in the Benjaminites’ refusal to hand over 

the people of Gibeah, which the received text of Judg 20:14 describes as the 

immediate precursor to a general muster of Benjaminite forces in preparation for 

battle against the Israelites: “And the Benjaminites gathered from the cities at 
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Gibeah in order to go out in battle against the Israelites” ( ויאספו בני בנימן מן הערים

-This type of incongruity between fraternal inter  .(הגבעה לצאת למלחמה עם בני ישראל

group status and aggressive behavior is visible in ARM XXVII 68, where Numḫian 

raiders use the term aḫum to insinuate the impropriety of a military encounter 

between themselves and a group of Sim’alite Ḫana.  This element, along with the 

accompanying expectation that “brothers” will acquiesce to requests, also forms the 

basis of the Yamutbalian official Ḫittipanum’s message to the governor of Mari in 

A.3572.  

 In Judg 20:23 and 28, the Israelites twice inquire of Yahweh whether or not 

they should take the field against the Benjaminites, their “brother.”  The Israelites’ 

request for divine guidance in both verses is laden with anxiety concerning the 

appropriateness of continuing to fight against a group that carries the status of an 

 before Yahweh after facing the (ויבכו) ”In vv.23 and 27, the Israelites “weep  .אח

Benjaminites in the field, and repeatedly seek his guidance concerning any further 

military aggression.  Indeed, they have good cause to question the divine 

legitimation of their actions against the Benjaminites, as the smaller force of the 

latter group defeats them twice in battle in 20:20-21 and 20:24-25.  Consequently, 

Judg 20:23 and 28 directly correlate a reciprocal obligation of non-aggression with 

the assertion of a relationship as אחים.   

In Judg 21, the Israelites’ anxiety regarding their treatment of Benjamin 

continues.  Despite their military victory, the Israelites lament their “brother’s” fate.  

Judg 21:2 states that in response to the Benjaminites’ near annihilation, the Israelites 

“raised their voices and wept” (וישאו קולם ויבכו), echoing the group’s teary eyed 
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inquiries of Yahweh before continued military aggression against Benjamin in Judge 

20:23 and 28.  In addition, the narrator states in 21:6 that the Israelites “had pity” 

 ,(nḥm) נחם on Benjamin.  In this case, the nipʽal form of the verbal root (וינחםו)

meaning “to be sorry, moved to pity, have compassion for,” is directly connected to 

the verse’s identification of Benjamin as Israel’s אח: “But the Israelites had pity on 

Benjamin, his brother, and said, ‘Today, a tribe is cut off from Israel’” ( וינחםו בני

 The apposition of the Israelites  609 !(ישראל אל בנימן אחיו ויאמרו נגדע היום שבט אחד מישראל

“compassion” with the specific identification of Benjamin as their אח strongly 

suggests a correlation between this relationship and a behavioral expectation of 

non-aggression.  This conclusion is supported by the Israelites’ formation of two 

distinct plans in Judg 21:8-14 and 16-23 to acquire wives for the decimated 

Benjaminite men who survived the war, “so that a tribe may not be blotted out from 

Israel” (ולא ימחה שבט מישראל).610 

The Numḫa’s refusal to change alliances from the Sim’alites to the 

Babylonians in A.3577 likewise rests on anxiety over the inappropriate nature of 

such an action against a “brother” (aḫum).  In fact, the Numḫa state in lines 31’-33’ of 

A.3577 that they are “at peace” (a-sa-al-li-im) with Babylon, but that despite these 

good relations they will continue to “live” (a-ba-a[l-lu-uṭ] ù a-ba-al-lu-uṭ) with their 

“brother” (a-ḫi) the Sim’alites.  Anxiety may also lay behind Ḫittipanum’s marked 

rhetorical stress regarding the “brotherhood” between the Yamutbal and Sim’alites, 

                                                 
609 Brown, Driver, and Briggs, “נחם,” BDB 636. 
610 Several commentators have regarded the two plans to obtain wives for the remaining Benjaminites 
in Judg 21:1-14 and 14-24 as originally separate texts describing the decimated tribe’s reconstitution 
that a later redactor combined.  The resumptive repetition of the verb נחם in vv.6 and 15 in particular 
suggests the secondary insertion of material into the text. Groß, Richter, 811; Soggin, Judges, 300.   
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which he believed protected his fellow tribesmen from the aggressive treatment 

they had received in Mari territory. 

2 Sam 19:42 connects the “men of Israel’s” description of the “men of Judah” 

as “our brothers” (אחינו) to an implicit criticism of their action in escorting King 

David and his family across the Jordan.  It is clear from the surrounding text that the 

men of Israel feel an acute level of dissonance between the former group’s actions 

and their status as אחים.  First, the men of Israel state in v.42 that the men of Judah 

“stole” (גנבוך) David away.  Hamp notes that when the verb גנב (gnb) takes a person 

as its direct object, as it does in v.42, it adopts the specific connotation of 

“kidnapping,” a crime that the Covenant Code (Exod 20:22-23:33) places alongside 

murder (Exod 21:14), manslaughter (Exod 21:12-13) and various forms of assault 

(Exod 21:15, 18-26) as an aggressive or violent act.611  Moreover, both the Covenant 

Code and the legal core of Deuteronomy assign the crime of kidnapping the 

punishment of death (Exod 21:16 and Deut 24:7).612  As a result, it is clear that the 

term אח communicates a role relationship between the men of Israel and the men of 

Judah in this passage that includes an expectation of reciprocal non-aggression, 

strikingly comparable to the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts of ARM XXVII 68, A.3572, and 

A.3577. 

The use of אח in 1 Kgs 12:24 echoes 2 Sam 19:42, as well as ARM XXVII 68.  As I 

previously mentioned, the Judahite king Rehoboam plans a military campaign 

against the newly formed kingdom of Israel in this passage. 1 Kgs 12:21 states, “And 

                                                 
611 Hamp, "גנב", TDOT 3:42. 
612 Ibid. 
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Rehoboam came to Jerusalem and gathered all the House of Judah and the tribe of 

Benjamin, a hundred and eighty thousand select warriors, to make war against the 

House of Israel, in order to restore the kingdom to Rehoboam son of Solomon” ( ויבא

רחבעם ירושלם ויקהל את כל בית יהודה ואת שבט בנימן מאה ושמנים אלף בחור עשה מלחמה להלחם עם 

מלוכה לרחבעם בן שלמהבית ישראל להשיב את ה ).  The king’s belligerent intent is clear from 

this verse.  He musters “a hundred and eighty thousand select warriors” ( מאה ושמנים

 In this setting, the prophet  .(להלחמ) ”in order “to make war (אלף בחור עשה מלחמה

Shemaiah delivers the oracle “…you shall not go up and make war against your 

brothers the Israelites…” (לא לתעלו ולא תלחמון עם אחיכם בני ישראל).  The prophetic 

statement links the Israelites’ identity as the Judahites’ אחים to a negation of the verb 

“to make war” (להלחמ), which also appears in v.21: “…in order to make war against…” 

 Just as the Numḫa  .(לא תלחמון) ”…you shall not make war against…“ ;(להלחמ עם)

identify the Sim’alite Ḫana as aḫḫū in order to ease hostilities in ARM XXVII 68, 

Shemiah uses the word “brother” in 1 Kgs 12:24 to diffuse a potential conflict 

between groups, thereby intimating that such actions are inappropriate for peoples 

that share this relationship.  Interestingly, Judah and Israel unambiguously 

represent independent monarchic polities of parity status in this passage, making 

the political character of the relationship clear.  Furthermore, the text comes from 

an undeniably late monarchic context, providing additional proof that biblical 

scribes remained cognizant of the situated meaning of “brother” in ancient Near 

Eastern political discourse well after the time of Mari. 

In addition to the connection the previous passages from the Inter-Group אח 

Texts make between the term אח and reciprocal obligations of non-aggression, Num 
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32:6, Deut 3:18, 20, Josh 1:12-15, and Judg 1:3 and 17 link use of this Hebrew word to 

the behavioral expectation that groups will mobilize as fighting units in joint 

military campaigns.  This element of the inter-group discourse compares directly 

with FM II 116 and its assertion of “brotherhood” between the Mutebal and the 

Sim’alites.  First, Num 32:6 places the term אח in Moses’ mouth, where it functions as 

a rhetorical weapon to compel Reuben and Gad’s participation in the conquest: “Will 

your brothers go to war while you dwell here” (האחיכם יבאו למלחמה ואתם תשבו פה)?  In 

fact, Moses only allows the Reubenites and Gadites to settle in Transjordan after 

they agree to aid in the coming war. 

ויאמר אליהם משה אם תעשון את הדבר הזה אם תחלצו לפני יהוה למלחמה: ועבר לכם כל חלוץ את 

לפני יהוה עד הורישו את איביו מפניו: ונכבשה הארץ לפני יהוה ואחר תשבו והייתם נקיים הירדן 

 מיהוה ומישראל והיתה הארץ הזאת לכם לאחזה לפני יהוה:
 
And Moses said to them: “If you do this thing, if you gird yourself for battle 
before Yahweh and cross the Jordan, every warrior, before Yahweh, until he has 
dispossessed his enemies from before himself, and the land is conquered, and 
afterwards you return [to Transjordan] - then you will be free of responsibility 
to Yahweh and Israel, and this land will be yours for a possession before 
Yahweh” (Num 32:20-22). 

 

The reference to “every warrior” (כל חלוץ) from Reuben and Gad in v.21 indicates the 

orientation of this supportive behavior as an obligation between corporate groups, 

and not individuals.  Similar language appears in Deut 3:18, which refers to the 

“warriors” (חלוצים) and “every soldier” (כל בני חיל).  Likewise, Josh 1:14 calls on “every 

mighty soldier” (כל גבורי חיל) to cross over the Jordan “armed [for battle]” (חמשים).  In 

sum, each of these passages links a description of the relationship between the 

Reubenites, Gadites, and Israelites as אחים to the latter groups’ obligatory 

mobilization of troops for a coming military campaign. 
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Furthermore, it is noteworthy that none of the scribes responsible for Num 

32:6, Deut 3:18, 20, Josh 1:12-15, or FM II 116 consider the Reubenites, Gadites’, or 

Mutebal’s “brotherhood” sufficient confirmation that these groups will in fact show 

up to fight.  Instead, these texts lay out additional incentives for the various peoples’ 

participation in the upcoming military campaign.  As I previously mentioned, FM II 

116:11-22 describes the rich booty available at Šubat-Enlil for those Mutebal that will 

join King Zimri-Lim and the Sim’alites in its capture.  Similarly, Moses declares in 

Num 32:20-22 that the Reubenites and Gadites could only take possession of their 

desired Transjordanian territory if they accompany the Israelites across the Jordan 

River and battle the Canaanites at their side.   The supplementary measures that 

both leaders take in order to compel inter-group military support betrays the 

mutable character of these peoples’ relationships as “brothers” and the role that 

internal political considerations played in maintaining them.  

Judg 1:3 and 17 also link two groups’ status as אחים to an explicit request for 

joint military activity.  In v.3, Judah specifically asks that Simeon join it in battle in 

order to capture its allotted territory, and then offers reciprocal military support in 

Simeon’s coming campaign: “Come up with me into my allotment, and let us do 

battle with the Canaanites, and then I will go with you into your allotment” ( עלה אתי

 The singular representation of the  .(בגורלי ונלחמה בכנעני והלכתי גם אני אתך בגורלך

eponyms of Judah and Simeon in this verse emphasizes that the shared military 

support that it describes represents an action undertaken by these named 

population groups as a whole. 
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The elements I enumerated above indicate clear rhetorical and 

representational connections between the use of חא  and aḫum in several of the Inter-

Group אח and Aḫum Texts.  The affinity between these corpora demonstrates that 

biblical and Mari scribes shared a common understanding of the meaning of 

“brotherhood” in the context of political relations between separately named 

peoples, which included a reciprocal inter-group expectation of non-aggression and 

supportive behavior.  However, it is important to note that these shared factors are 

either overshadowed or absent in Gen 49:5, 8, 26b, Deut 10:9, 18:1-2, and 33:16.  This 

is especially evident in the “tribal sayings” of Judah and Joseph in Gen 49:8-12, 22-26, 

and Deut 33:13-17.  Consequently, although these passages’ use of אח warrants their 

inclusion in the Inter-Group אח Texts, other elements within them point to their 

unique political perspectives.  Such viewpoints show that these biblical passages 

constitute scribal adaptation, rather than reproduction, of the language of 

“brotherhood” that is the hallmark of this representational paradigm.  In the final 

chapter of the dissertation, I will dissect the editorial strategies that the biblical 

scribes have used to appropriate this discourse and bring it into conformity with the 

post-exilic vision of the relationship between tribal identity and “Israeliteness” that 

shapes the twelve-tribe system in a paradigmatic example from the Inter-Group אח 

Texts. 

At first glance, the blessing of Asher in Deut 33:24 appears similar to that of 

Judah and Joseph in Gen 49:8-12, 22-26 and Deut 33:13-17. The text distinguishes 

Asher as “most blessed amongst sons” (ברוך מבנים) and “the favored of his brothers” 

 While this language does distinguish Asher among his “brothers,” the  .(רצוי אחיו)
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Hebrew Bible never uses the passive participles of רצה (rṣh) and ברך (brk) to 

distinguish another tribe or population group as politically superior.  In addition, 

Deut 33:24-25 may contain an ancient intimation of Asher’s military prowess, 

thereby providing a general link to the martial context of אח’s use which appears in 

a majority of the Inter-Group אח Texts.   According to Caquot, “the name of the 

eponym is connected to the verb ʼāšar, ‘to march,’ and Asher is presented as a 

formidable soldier in combat.  If it is said at the end of verse 24 that Asher washes his 

foot in oil, this is no more than a vague allusion to the richness of his soil.  Oil is also 

used to maintain the feet of the troops.”613   

Caquot finds support for his interpretation in the consonantal text of v.25.  

The MT of the first half of this verse refers to “iron” (ברזל) and “copper” (נחשת), but 

then contains the hapax legomenon מנעליך (minʽālêkā), which the JPS and NRSV 

translate as “your door bolts” and “your bars” respectively.  However, the LXX reads 

τὸ ὑπόδημα αὐτοῦ (to hypodēma autou), or “his sandal.”  Thus, according to the LXX’s 

witness of the consonantal text’s ancient interpretation, Gen 49:24-25 invokes the 

favor of Asher’s אחים alongside a reference to marching soldiers and their military 

strength.  If Caquot is correct in adopting the LXX text over against the pointing of 

the MT, then Gen 49:24-25 would join other Inter-Group אח and Aḫum Texts in 

connecting references to “brotherhood” with the mobilization of troops, although in 

a cryptic manner.  Such an interpretation lends support to Macchi’s separation of 

                                                 
613 “Le nom de l’eponyme est rapproché du verbe ʼāšar, «marcher», et Asher est présenté comme un 
fantassin redoubtable au combat.  S’il est dit à la fin du verset 24 qu’Asher baigne son pied dans 
l’huile, c’est peut-être plus qu’une vague evocation de la richesse de son sol.  L’huile sert aussi à 
entretenir les pieds de l’homme de troupe.”  Caquot, “Les benedictions de Moïse,” 73. 
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Deut 33:24-25 from the later addition of sayings concerning Judah, Levi, and Joseph 

in vv.7-11 and vv.13-17.614 

 

Summary 

 I have shown in the present chapter that the scribes responsible for the Mari 

archives and the Hebrew Bible shared a common conception of “brotherhood” as an 

associative political relationship between tribal groups as independent peer polities, 

which is fully embedded in the familial symbolic framework that structured political 

discourse in the ancient Near East.  Indeed, close comparison of the Inter-Group Aḫum 

and אח Texts demonstrates that these corpora connect use of the Akkadian and 

Hebrew fraternal kin terms with identical linguistic and representational dynamics 

in the context of inter-group relations.  This includes a marked trend towards the 

depiction of tribal peoples as singular entities, including 1st person singular group 

dialogue, as well as the word’s communication of specific behavioral obligations.  

Moreover, examination of references to the “brotherhood” of Jacob/Israel and 

Esau/Edom in the Hebrew Bible, particularly Num 20:14-21, demonstrates that 

biblical scribes understood the inherent socio-political “otherness” that identifying 

a separately named group as a “brother” communicated.  In the dissertation’s final 

chapter, I will show how scribal engagement with this political discourse of tribal 

“brotherhood” effected the transmission and editorial expansion of Judg 19-21. 

                                                 
614 Macchi, Israël et ses tribus selon Genèse 49, 276-277. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

SCRIBAL ENGAGEMENT WITH THE INTER-GROUP אח TEXTS AND THE MEANING OF 

ISRAELITE TRIBAL “BROTHERHOOD” IN JUDGES 19-21 

Introduction 

 In the proceeding chapters I have shown that although the twelve-tribe 

system structures the vast majority of the Hebrew Bible’s allusions to Israel as an 

association of “brother” tribes, closer analysis reveals that this framework 

constitutes a late, perhaps even post-monarchic, ideological addition to the text.  At 

the same time, the Mari archives bear evidence that “brotherhood” constituted a 

particular political relationship between tribal groups as independent peoples and 

polities in the ancient Near East.  Most importantly for the present study, a close 

comparison of the Inter-Group Aḫum and אח Texts demonstrates that the scribes 

responsible for these corpora bore a common conception of the meaning of 

“brother” with regards to group relations, which manifest as a shared political 

discourse of tribal “brotherhood.”   

In the present chapter, I will identify the ways in which scribal engagement 

with this political discourse affected the written transmission and production of 

Judg 19-21, which includes the key Inter-Group אח Texts of Judg 20:13, 23, 28, and 21:6.  

Widely regarded as a composite text, my examination of these chapters will serve as 

a paradigmatic example for analysis of the Inter-Group אח Texts as a whole.  This is 

due to the fact that they contain the clearest evidence of the methods that biblical 

scribes exploited to recontextualize a conception of inter-group political 
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“brotherhood” to correspond with the twelve-tribe ideology of Israel as a single 

people and political unit. 

 

Textual Layers in Judg 19-21 

As I stated in Chapter 1, Judg 19-21 is the story of a conflict between Israel 

and Benjamin.  The narrative begins in Judg 19 with the rape and death of a Levite’s 

concubine in Gibeah, a town that the text identifies as Benjaminite.615  As a 

consequence of this crime, the Israelites demand that the Benjaminites deliver the 

guilty for execution, but the Benjaminites refuse to hand them over (20:13).  Their 

refusal leads to open war between Israel and Benjamin at the site of Gibeah.  In the 

first two battles, the Benjaminites soundly defeat the Israelites (20:17-25).  However, 

in the third battle, the Israelites lure the Benjaminites away from the city with a 

tactical retreat, leaving it open to attack by an Israelite ambush (20:33).  As the 

Benjaminites watch the smoke rise from Gibeah, they flee from the Israelites into 

the wilderness.  However, the Israelites pursue them, leaving only six hundred 

Benjaminites alive and seeking shelter on the Rock of Rimmon (20:47).  Later, the 

Israelites feel pity on the decimated Benjaminites.  Though they had determined not 

to give their daughters as wives to the latter, they concoct two plans for the 

Benjaminite survivors to obtain wives and thereby maintain their tribal existence 

                                                 
615 The rape of the Levite’s concubine and his subsequent dissection of her body remain troubling 
episodes for modern readers of Judg 19. As Frymer-Kensky writes, “Modern readers cannot but be 
appalled.  From our perspective, such ‘sacrifice’ is a scandalous disregard for the personhood and 
lives of daughters and wives.” Tikva Frymer-Kensky, Reading the Women of the Bible: A New Interpretation 
of Their Stories (New York: Schocken Books, 2002), 126. Yet, I will show below that some of the most 
troubling aspects of Judg 19, as well as chapters 20-21, may reflect a hidden polemic against Israel’s 
first king, Saul.  
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(21:10-23).  In the first case, the Israelites’ attack and kill the inhabitants of Jabesh-

Gilead as punishment for not joining the muster for war against Benjamin, sparing 

only the town’s virgin women as mates for the remaining Benjaminites.  When this 

plan does not yield enough new wives, the Israelites instruct the Benjaminites to 

take young girls from Shiloh during a festival to Yahweh. They do, and return to 

their territory with their tribal survival now secured.   

Overall, these chapters are marked by a conspicuous number of references to 

Israel and Benjamin or their constituent members as אחים (Judg 20:13, 23, 28, and 

21:6).  Additionally, Judg 19-21 include a notable emphasis on the Israelite character 

of Benjamin as a tribal group.  In their present form, these elements belong to a 

narrative that constitutes a self-contained literary unit, bracketed on its textual 

borders by the near identical phrases “It happened in those days, when there was no 

king in Israel…” (ויהי בימים ההם ומלך אין בישראל) in 19:1 and “in those days there was 

no king in Israel, and a man would do what was right in his own eye” ( בימים ההם אין

 in 21:25. 616   This framework gives focus to the (מלך בישראל איש הישר בעיניו יעשה

received text’s larger rhetorical goals, which are focused on Israel’s need for a strong 

monarchic leader.617  Thus, there is an overarching narrative and editorial logic to 

the story, with the outrage in Gibeah providing the impetus for a civil war.  Without 

centralized leadership, the Israelites come dangerously close to annihilating their 

brethren, threatening the completeness of Israel as a people and tribal association.  

                                                 
616 This phrase links chs.19-21 to the previous narrative in chapters 17-18, which contain variations of 
the same statement in 17:6 and 18:1.   
617 Robert H. O’Connell, The Rhetoric of the Book of Judges (VTSup 63; eds. J. A. Emerton et al.; Leiden: E. J. 
Brill, 1996), 266. 
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A general correspondence with the theme of increasing transgression in the pre-

monarchic period that structures the canonical book of Judges links Judg 19-21 with 

this larger work, although the story’s lack of reference to any individual “judges” 

   similar to Judg 17-18, mark it as separate.618 ,(šôpṭîm ;שפטים)

 Despite the superficial narrative cohesion of Judg 19-21 as a story, there is a 

general agreement among scholars that these chapters constitute a scribal construct 

in their received form.  In particular, numerous researchers have recognized a 

literary separation between the story of the concubine’s rape in Judg 19 and the 

account of a war between Benjamin and Israel and its aftermath in Judg 20-21, 

though there is disagreement concerning the editorial boundaries of this juncture.619  

Other scholars have asserted additional scribal intrusions within Judg 20-21.620  In 

accordance with this perspective on these chapters’ compositional history, my 

analysis of textual fault lines within Judg 19-21 points to their inclusion of at least 

three distinct compositional strata, which contain telling differences in their 

                                                 
618 This fact is widely recognized, although scholars differ in their interpretation of this materials 
relationship to the book of Judges in its present form.  For example, Amit considers Judg 17-21 an 
“Appended Unit,” rather than an appendix, as she does not consider this material as fully integrated 
into the editorial framework of Judg 1-16.  Amit, The Book of Judges, 315.  Contrastingly, O’Connell has 
characterized these chapters as a “double dénoument.”  O’Connell, The Rhetoric of the Book of Judges, 242. 
619 Moore had already asserted the composite character of this text in 1895.  George F. Moore, A Critical 
and Exegetical Commentary on Judges (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1895), 403-451.  More recently, see:  
Patrick M. Arnold, Gibeah: The Search for a Biblical City (JSOTSup 79; Sheffield: JSOT, 1990), 86; Simcha 
Brooks, “Was There a Concubine at Gibeah?” Bulletin of the Anglo-Israel Archaeological Society 15 (1996-
1997): 34; Otto Eissfeldt, “Der geschichtliche Hintergrund der Erzahlung von Gibeas Schandtat 
(Richter 19-21),” in Festschrift Georg Beer zum 70 (ed. A. Alt; Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1935), 19-40; Mayes, 
Israel in the Period of the Judges, 42, 370-373; Milstein, “Reworking Ancient Texts,” 249-276; Wolfgang 
Roth, “Hinterhalt und Scheinflucht: Der stammespolemische Hintergrund von Jos 8,” ZAW  75/3 
(1963): 296-304; Soggin, Judges, 282-283; L. G. Stone, “From Tribal Confederation to Monarchic State: 
The Editorial Perspective of the Book of Judges (PhD Diss., Yale University, 1988), 393. 
620 For example: Uwe Becker, Richterzeit und Königtum: redaktionsgeschichtliche Studien zum Richterbuch 
(BZAW 192; Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1990), 266-287; Georg Hentschel and Christina Niessen, “Der 
Bruderkrieg zwischen Israel und Benjamin (Ri 20),” Biblica 89/1 (2008): 17-38.  
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representation of Benjamin as a “brother” to Israel.  I label these layers A, B, C, and I 

distinguish them in my presentation of the text in FIGURE 5.1 below. 

FIGURE 5.1. The Textual Layers of Judg 19-21 

 
Layer A – Bold Underlined 
Layer B – Bold Italic 
Layer C – Standard 
 

 
ותזנה 2ויהי בימים ההם ומלך אין בישראל ויהי איש לוי גר בירכתי הר אפרים ויקח לו  אשה פילגש מבית לחם יהודה: 1

ויקם אישה וילך אחריה לדבר 3עליו פילגשו ותלך מאתו אל בית אביה אל בית לחם יהודה ותהי שם ימים ארבעה חדשים: 

ויחזק בו חתנו אבי הנערה 4אביה ויראהו אבי הנערה וישמח לקראתו: על לבה להשיבו ונערו עמו וצמד חמרים ותביאהו בית 

ויהי ביום הרביעי וישכימו בבקר ויקם ללכת ויאמר אבי הנערה אל חתנו 5וישב אתו שלשת ימים ויאכלו וישתו וילינו שם: 

א ולין ויטב לבך: וישבו ויאכלו שניהם יחדו וישתו ויאמר אבי הנערה את האיש הואל נ6סעד לבך פת לחמ ואחר תלכו: 
וישכם בבקר ביום החמישי ללכת ויאמר אבי הנערה סעד נא לבבך 8ויקם האיש ללכת ויפצר בו חתנו וישב וילן שם: 7

ויקם האיש ללכת הוא ופילגשו ונערו ויאמר לו חתנו אבי הנערה הנה נא רפה 9והתמהמהו עד נטות היום ויאכלו שניהם: 

ולא אבה האיש ללון ויקם 11היום לערב לינו נא הנה חנות היום לין פה וייטב לבבך והשכמתם מחר לדרככם והלכת לאהלך: 

והיום רד מאד ויאמר הנער אל  הם עם יבוס11וילך ויבא עד נכח יבוס היא ירושלם ועמו צמד חמורים חבושים ופילגשו עמו: 

ויאמר אליו אדניו לא נסור אל עיר נכרי אשר לא מבני ישראל הנה 12אדניו לכה נא ונסורה אל עיר היבוסי הזאת ונלין בה: 

ויעברו וילכו ותבא להם השמש אצל 14ויאמר לנערו לך ונקרבה באחד המקמות ולנו בגבעה או ברמה: 13ועברנו עד גבעה: 

והנה איש 16ויסרו שם לבוא ללון בגבעה ויבא וישב ברחוב העיר ואין איש מאסף אותם הביתה ללון: 15ימן: הגבעה אשר לבנ

וישא עיניו וירא את האיש 17זקן בא מן מעשהו מן השדה בערב והאיש מהר אפרים והוא גר בגבעה ואנשי המקום בני ימיני: 

ויאמר אליו עברים אנחנו מבית לחם יהודה עד ירכתי הר 18הארח ברחב העיר ויאמר האיש הזקן אנה תלך ומאין תבוא: 

וגם תבן גם מספוא יש 19אפרים משם אנכי ואלך עד בית לחם יהודה ואת בית יהוה אני הלך ואין איש מאסף אותי הבית: 

מחסורך  ויאמר האיש הזקן שלום לך רק כל21לחמורינו וגם לחם ויין יש לי  ולאמתך  ולנער עם עבדיך אין מחסור כל דבר: 

המה מיטיבים את לבם והנה אנשי 22ויביאהו לביתו ויבול לחמורים וירחצו רגליהם ויאכלו וישתו: 21עלי רק ברחב אל תלן: 

העיר אנשי בני בליעל נסבו את הבית מתדפקים על הדלת ויאמרו אל האיש בעל הבית הזקן לאמר הוצא את האיש אשר בא 

ל הבית ויאמר אלהם אל אחי אל תרעו נא אחרי אשר בא האיש הזה אל ביתי אל ויצא אליהם האיש בע23אל ביתך ונדענו: 

הנה בתי הבתולה ופילגשהו אוציאה נא אותם וענו אותם ועשו להם הטוב בעיניכם ולאיש הזה לא 24תעשו את הנבלה הזאת: 

יידעו אותה ויתעללו בה כל ולא אבו האנשים לשמע לו ויחזק האיש בפילגשו ויצא אליהם החוץ ו25תעשו דבר הנבלה הזאת: 

ותבא האשה לפנות הבקר ותפל פתח בית האיש אשר אדוניה שם עד האור: 26הלילה עד הבקר וישלחוה בעלות השחר: 
ויאמר 28ויקם אדניה בבקר ויפתח דלתות הבית ויצא ללכת לדרכו והנה האשה פילגשו נפלת פתח הבית וידיה על הסף: 27

ויבא אל ביתו ויקח את המאכלת ויחזק בפילגשו 29ה על החמור ויקם האיש וילך למקמו: אליה קומי ונלכה ואין ענה ויקח

והיה כל הראה ואמר לא נהיתה ולא נראתה כזאת ליום 31וינתחה לעצמיה לשנים עשר נתחים וישלחה בכל גבול ישראל: 

בני ישראל ותקהל העדה כאיש אחד ויצאו כל 21: 1עלות בני ישראל מארץ מצרים עד היום הזה שימו לכם עליה עצו ודברו: 

ויתיצבו פנות כל העם כל שבטי ישראל בקהל עם האלהים ארבע מאות 2למדן ועד באר שבע וארץ הגלעד אל יהוה המצפה: 

וישמעו בני בנימן כי עלו בני ישראל המצפה ויאמרו בני ישראל דברו איכה נהיתה הרעה הזאת: 3אלף איש רגלי שלף חרב: 
ויקמו עלי בעלי הגבעה ויסבו 5איש האשה הרצחה ויאמר הגבעתה אשר לבנימן באתי אני ופילגשי ללון: ויען האיש הלוי 4

ואחז בפילגשי ואנתחה ואשלחה בכל שדה נחלת ישראל כי עשו 6עלי את הבית לילה אותי דמו להרג ואת פילגשי ענו ותמת: 

ויקם כל העם כאיש אחד לאמר לא נלך איש לאהלו 8הנה כלכם בני ישראל הבו לכם דבר ועצה הלם: 7זמה ונבלה בישראל: 

ולקחנו עשרה אנשים למאה לכל שבטי ישראל 11ועתה זה הדבר אשר נעשה לגבעה עליה בגורל: 9ולא נסור איש לביתו: 

יאסף כל איש 11ומאה לאלף ואלף לרבבה לקחת צדה לעם לעשות לבואם לגבע בנימן ככל הנבלה אשר עשה בישראל: 

וישלחו שבטי ישראל אנשים בכל שבטי בנימן לאמר מה הרעה הזאת אשר נהיתה 12כאיש אחד חברים: ישראל אל העיר 

ועתה תנו את האנשים בני בליעל אשר בגבעה ונמיתם ונבערה רעה מישראל ולא אבו ]בני[ בנימן לשמע בקון 13בכם: 

ויתפקדו בני בנימן ביום 41ויאספו בני בנימן מן הערים הגבעתה לצאת למלחמה עם בני ישראל: 41 אחיהם בני ישראל:

מכל העם 41ההוא מהערים עשרים וששה אלף איש שלף חרב לבד מישבי הגבעה התפקדו שבע מאות איש בחור: 

 לבד בנימן התפקדו ואיש ישראל41הזה שבע מאות איש בחור אטר יד ימינו כל זה קלע באבן אל השערה ולא יחטא: 
ויקמו ויעלו בית אל וישאלו באלהים ויאמרו בני ישראל מי יעלה 18 ארבע מאות אלף איש שלף חרב כל זה איש מלחמה:

ויצא איש 02ויקומו בני ישראל בבקר ויחנו על הגבעה: 41 לנו בתחלה למלחמה עם בני בנימן ויאמר יהוה יהודה בתחלה:

ויצאו בני בנימן מן הגבעה וישחיתו 04ישראל למלחמה עם בנימן ויערכו אתם איש ישראל מלחמה אל הגבעה: 
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ויתחזק העם איש ישראל ויספו לערך מלחמה במקום אשר 00בישראל ביום ההוא שנים ועשרים אלף איש ארצה: 

רב וישאלו ביהוה לאמרה אוסיף לגשת למלחמה ויעלו בני ישראל ויבכו לפני יהוה עד הע02ערכו שם ביום הראשון: 

ויצא בנימן לקראתם מן 01ויקרבו בני ישראל אל בני בנימן ביום השני: 01עם בני בנימן אחי ויאמר יהוה עלו אליו: 

ויעלו כל בני ישראל 01הגבעה ביום השני וישחיתו בבני ישראל עוד שמנת עשר אלף איש ארצה כל אלה שלפי חרב: 

בית אל ויבכו וישבו שם לפני יהוה ויצומו ביום ההוא עד הערב ויעלו עלות ושלמים לפני יהוה:  וכל העם ויבאו
 ופינחס בן אלעזר בן אהרן עמד לפניו בימים ההם28 :ושם ארון ברית האלהים בימים ההם וישאלו בני ישראל ביהוה01

וישם ישראל 01כי מחר אתננו בידך:  לאמר האוסף עוד לצאת למלחמה עם בני בנימן אחי אם אחדל ויאמר יהוה עלו

ויצאו בני 24ויעלו בני ישראל אל בני בנימן ביום השלישי ויערכו אל הגבעה כפעם בפעם: 22ארבים אל הגבעה סביב: 

בנימן לקראת העם הנתקו מן העיר ויחלו להכות מהעם חללים כפעם בפעם במסלות אשר אחת עלה בית אל ואחת 

ויאמרו בני בנימן נגפים הם לפנינו כבראשנה ובני ישראל אמרו ננוסה 20אל: גבעתה בשדה כשלשים איש בישר

וכל איש ישראל קמו ממקומו ויערכו בבעל תמר וארב ישראל מגיח ממקמו ממערה 22ונתקנהו מן העיר אל המסלות: 

יהם הרעה: ויבאו מנגד לגבעה עשרת אלפים איש בחור מכל ישראל והמלחמה כבדה והם לא ידעו כי נגעת על21גבע: 
ויגף יהוה את בנימן לפני ישראל וישחיתו בני ישראל בבנימן ביום ההוא עשרים וחמשה אלף ומאה איש כל אלה 21

ויראו בני בנימן כי נגפו ויתנו איש ישראל מקום לבנימן כי בטחו אל הארב אשר שמו אל הגבעה: 21שלף חרב: 
והמועד היה לאיש ישראל עם הארב 23העיר לפי חרב:  והארב החישו ויפשטו אל הגבעה וימשך הארב ויך את כל21

ויהפך איש ישראל במלחמה ובנימן החל להכות חללים באיש ישראל 21חרב להעלותם משאת העשן מן העיר: 

והמשאת החלה לעלות מן העיר עמוד עשן ויפן 12כשלשים איש כי אמרו אך נגוף נגף הוא לפנינו כמלחמה הראשנה: 

ואיש ישראל הפך ויבהל איש בנימן כי ראה כי נגעה עליו הרעה: 14כליל העיר השמימה:  בנימן אחריו והנה עלה
כתרו את 12ויפנו לפני איש ישראל אל דרך המדבר והמלחמה הדביקתהו ואשר מהערים משחיתים אותו בתוכו: 10

ויפלו מבנימן שמנה עשר אלף איש את כל אלה 11בנימן הרדיפוהו מנוחה הדריכהו עד נכח הגבעה ממזרח שמש: 

ויפנו וינסו המדברה אל סלע הרמון ויעללהו במסלות חמשת אלפים איש וידביקו אחריו עד גדעם ויכו 11אנשי חיל: 

ויהי כל הנפלים מבנימן עשרים וחמשה אלף איש שלף חרב ביום ההוא את כל אלה אנשי חיל: 11ממנו אלפים איש: 
ואיש ישראל שבו אל בני 13ברה אל סלע הרמון שש מאות איש וישבו בסלע רמון ארבעה חדשים: ויפנו וינסו המד11

ואיש ישראל נשבע 21:1 בנימן ויכום לפי חרב מעיר מתם עד בהמה עד כל הנמצא גם כל הערים הנמצאות שלחו באש:

רב לפני האלהים וישאו קולם ויבא העם בית אל וישבו שם עד הע2במצפה לאמר איש ממנו לא יתן בתו לבנימן לאשה: 

ויהי ממחרת 4ויאמרו למה יהוה אלהי ישראל היתה זאת בישראל להפקד היום מישראל שבט אחד: 3ויבכו בכי גדול: 

ויאמרו בני ישראל מי אשר לא עלה בקהל מכל שבטי ישראל אל יהוה 5וישכימו העם ויבנו שם מזבח ויעלו עלות ושלמים: 

וינחמו בני ישראל אל בנימן אחיו ויאמרו 6לא עלה אל יהוה המצפה לא לאמר מות וימת:  כי השבועה הגדולה היתה לאשר

מה נעשה להם לנותרים לנשים ואנחנו נשבענו ביהוה לבלתי תת להם מבנותינו לנשים: 7נגדע היום שבט אחד מישראל: 
ויתפקד 9מיביש גלעד אל הקהל:  ויאמרו מי אחד משבטי ישראל אשר לא עלה אל יהוה המצפה והנה לא בא איש אל המחנה8

וישלחו שם העדה שנים עשר אלף איש מבני החיל ויצוו אותם לאמר לכו 11העם והנה אין שם איש מיושבי יבש גלעד: 

וזה הדבר אשר כל זכר וכל אשה ידעת משכב זכר תחרימו: 11והכיתם את יושבי יבש גלעד לפי חרב והנשים והטף: 
בע מאות נערה בתולה אשר לא ידעה איש למשכב זכר ויביאו אותם אל המחנה שלה אשר וימצאו מיושבי יביש גלעד אר12

וישב בנימן בעת ההיא ויתנו 14וישלחו כל העדה וידברו אל בני בנימן אשר בסלע רמון ויקראו להם שלום: 13בארץ כנען: 

והעם נחם לבנימן כי עשה יהוה פרץ בשבטי ישראל: 51 להם הנשים אשר חיו מנשי יבש גלעד ולא מצא להם כן:
ויאמרו ירשת פליטה לבנימן ולא ימחה 51ויאמרו זקני העדה מה נעשה לנותרים לנשים כי נשמדה מבנימן אשה: 51

ואנחנו לא נוכל לתת להם נשים מבנותינו כי נשבעו בני ישראל לאמר ארור נתן אשה לבנימן: 51שבט מישראל: 
הוה בשלו מימים ימימה אשר מצפונה לבית אל מזרחה השמש למסלה העלה מבית אל שכמה ומנגד ויאמרו הנה חג י51

וראיתם והנה אם יצאו בנות שילו לחול במחלות ויצאתם 05ויצו את בני בנימן לאמר לכו וארבתם בכרמים: 02ללבונה: 

ו אבותם או אחיהם לרוב אלינו והיה כי יבא00מן הכרמים וחטפתם לכם איש אשתו מבנות שילו והלכתם ארץ בנימן: 

ויעשו כן בני 02ואמרנו אליהם חנונו אותם כי לא לקחנו איש אשתו במלחמה כי לא אתם נתתם להם כעת תאשמו: 

ויתהלכו 24 בנימן וישאו נשים למספרם מן המחללות אשר גזלו וילכו וישובו על נחלתם ויבנו את הערים וישבו בהם:

בימים ההם אין מלך בישראל איש הישר 25בטו ולמשפחתו ויצא משם איש לנחלתו: משם בני ישראל בעת ההיא איש לש

  בעיניו יעשה:

 

By separating the text in this manner, I do not claim to identify the hand of every 

tradent that has affected the shape of the pericope.  Instead, my interest lays solely 

in isolating the editorial work linked to the language of inter-group “brotherhood.”  
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Moreover, the reader should approach the textual layers identified above not as 

rigid blocks, but rather as porous fields of written tradition.  While biblical scholars 

frequently present dissected texts as exact reproductions of previous sources, the 

scribal practice of memorizing, reproducing, and adapting written traditions in the 

ancient Near East makes definitive conclusions in this regard more than difficult.  

Indeed, without witnesses to these hypothetical previous literary traditions, it is 

most likely impossible to precisely disentangle the multiple scribal voices present in 

particular passages, especially in texts that may have drawn intense editorial 

interest as a result of their dissonance with contemporary ideologies during the 

process of their transmission and appropriation in new compositions.  

 In order to uncover the methods that the biblical scribes used to redefine the 

meaning of Israelite tribal “brotherhood” embedded within these layers, I will first 

present the evidence for regarding Layer A as an originally distinct textual tradition; 

one that represented Benjamin and Israel as independent tribal groups of parity 

status.  Next, I will show that textual and literary factors clearly indicate Layer C’s 

character as a learned scribal expansion and adaptation of Layer A.  This process was 

possible thanks to the polysemic character of the term אח, which allowed the 

Judahite scribe responsible for this phase in the pericope’s compositional history to 

harmonize the received expressions of “brotherhood” between Benjamin and Israel 

in Judg 20:23 and 28 with a notion of Israelite identity in keeping with the twelve-

tribe system.  Finally, I will suggest that a close reading of Judg 20:15-23 indicates an 

intermediary stage in the pericope’s textual formation between Layers A and C: i.e. 

Layer B.   Significantly, this phase contains signs of an Israelite, versus Judahite, 
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authorial perspective.  In particular, Layer B is more tolerant than Layer C of the 

received representation of Benjamin’s political independence in Layer A.  

Nevertheless, it also specifically defines this group’s identity as part of an 

association of tribes with the shared name of Israel. 

 

Layer A (Judg 20:14-17a, c, 19-27a, and 28b-48): The War between Benjamin and 

Israel 

 Throughout the present dissertation, I have laid emphasis on Israel’s 

identification of Benjamin as “my brother” (אחי) in the Inter-Group אח Texts of Judg 

20:23 and 28.  Furthermore, I showed in Chapter 4 the ways in which these verses 

closely compare to representations of inter-group “brotherhood” asserted by the 

Mari tribes, which belong to a particular discourse between independent named 

peoples as political “others.”  The logical inference from this comparison is that 

these verses’ use of אח portrays Benjamin and Israel as independent polities of parity 

status.  In accordance with this conclusion, there is substantial evidence that the 

story of a war between separate peoples lies at the core of Judg 19-21; not the tale of 

a civil war between opponents that ascribed to a single shared identity. 

 As I previously mentioned, several textual elements distinguish the war 

account in 20:14-48, which includes Israel’s identification of Benjamin as “my 

brother” (אחי), from the surrounding framework of Judg 19-21.  First, the 

geographical horizon of Judg 20:14-48 is completely disconnected from Judg 19 and 
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21, with the exception of the site of Gibeah.621  Second, the narrative scale of Judg 

19:1-20:13 is markedly different from that of Judg 20:14-48. The story of the Levite 

and his concubine focuses on unnamed individual characters whose activities and 

dialogue create intertextual allusions to Genesis and 1 Samuel, as I will show below.  

In contrast, the war account only describes the actions and speech of named 

population groups: i.e. Benjamin and Israel.  Accordingly, the narrative logic of Judg 

20:14-48 strongly indicates its character as a distinct literary unit, just as others have 

argued.622   

More importantly for the present context, closer analysis of the use of אח in 

20:23 and 28, in combination with other textual elements, shows that the war 

account of Layer A represents Benjamin as an independent polity vis-à-vis an entity 

named Israel, and not a sub-unit of it.  In Chapter 1 I showed that scholars have 

overwhelmingly emended the explicitly singular use of אח in Judg 20:23 and 28, as 

well as the phrase’s 1st person singular possessive suffix, to the plural.623  This 

process had already begun in antiquity.  Thus, despite the 1st person singular form of 

Israel’s speech in vv.23 and 28 in the MT and LXX, the Peshitta translates its vorlage 

as “Shall we continue to make war with the Benjaminites, our brother” (ܒܢܝܡܝܢ ܐܚܘܢ 

 The effect of this interpretive choice nullifies the   ?(ܢܘܣܦ ܬܘܒ ܠܡܩܪܒܘ ܩܪܒܐ ܥܡ ܒ̈ܢܝ

                                                 
621 Toponyms cited in Judg 20:14-48 include: Beth-El (vv.18 and 26), Baal-Tamar (v.33), Maareh-Geba 
(v.33), Menuhah (v.43), Rock of Rimmon (v.45), and Gidom (v.45).  None of these locations play a role 
in the story of Judg 19, or the allocation of wives for the Benjaminites in Judg 21.   
622 Milstein, “Reworking Ancient Texts,” 249-256.  See also: Arnold, Gibeah, 86; Mayes, Israel in the Period 
of the Judges, 373; Soggin, Judges, 282-283. 
623 For example: Frolov, Judges, 314; Lillian R. Klein, The Triumph of Irony in the Book of Judges (Bible and 
Literature 14; JSOTSup 68; Sheffield: Almond, 1988),181; Niditch, Judges, 196-197, 205; Barry G. Webb, 
The Book of Judges (JSOTSup 46; Sheffield: JSOT, 1987), 231, no. 5; Wong, Compositional Strategy of the Book 
of Judges: An Inductive Rhetorical Study, 66-67.  
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potential dissonance inherent in structurally representing Israel and Benjamin as 

singular “brothers” in comparison with these eponyms genealogical relationship as 

father and son according to the twelve-tribe system.   Instead, by pluralizing the 

pronominal suffix modifying the word “brother,” related verbal forms, or the noun 

itself, ancient and modern translators have made reference to the term אח in vv.23 

and 28 fit a conception of the genealogical “brotherhood” of Jacob’s sons and the 

indefinite kinship of all Israelites as a unified people and polity. 

The willingness of biblical scholars to alter the syntax of אח in their 

translations and interpretations of Judg 20:23 and 28 suggests a perception of the 

term’s received singular form and setting in 1st person singular dialogue as a textual 

anomaly.  However, I demonstrated the deep similarities between Judg 20:23 and 28 

and the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts, particularly A.3577, in Chapter 4.  These sources’ 

identical representation of groups as singular entities engaged in 1st person singular 

speech, wherein they identify another people as a “brother,” shows that this 

description is completely at home within an ancient Near Eastern context.  As a 

matter of fact, it belongs to the customary practices of political discourse that 

sustained tribal foreign relations.624  Num 20:14 and the consistent representation of 

“brotherhood” between Israel/Jacob and Edom/Esau demonstrates that the biblical 

scribes were cognizant of אח’s situated meaning within this discursive context well 

into the post-monarchic period.  Consequently, the biblical and ancient Near Eastern 

                                                 
624 The more general components of this representation may be completely at home in the Hebrew 
Bible as well.  Gray notes in his commentary, first published in 1903, that “the personification of a 
whole class or people so that it is spoken of or represented as speaking in the singular is frequent in 
Hebrew.”  Gray, Numbers, 265.   Representative passages include: Exod 14:25 (Egypt), Josh 9:7 (men of 
Israel), 17:14-18 (Josephites), 1 Sam 5:10 (Ekronites), Num 21:1-3 (Israel), 22 (Israel), etc… 



 

298 

evidence compels us to accept, rather than ignore, אח’s presence in Judg 20:23 and 28 

as an intentional description of Benjamin and Israel as independent peer polities, in 

complete contradiction with the twelve-tribe system’s genealogical representation 

of these groups as father and son. 

The fact that Layer A portrays Benjamin and Israel as independent tribal 

groups of parity status is visible from additional elements within that compositional 

strata as well.  For instance, Judg 20:20-21 and 24-25 both depict the Benjaminites 

defeating the more numerous forces of the Israelites in a display of surprising 

military parity, or even superiority: “And the men of Israel went out to do battle 

with Benjamin, and the men of Israel took their position against them for battle at 

Gibeah, and the Benjaminites went out from Gibeah and on that day they struck to 

the ground twenty-two thousand from Israel” ( ויצא איש ישראל למלחמה עם בנימן ויערכו

אתם איש ישראל מלחמה אל הגבעה: ויצא בני בנימן מן גבעה וישחיתו בישראל ביום ההוא שנים ועשרים 

 and the Israelites advanced against the Benjaminites on the second“ ;(אלף איש ארצה

day, and Benjamin went out against them from Gibeah on the second day and they 

struck down another eighteen thousand from Israel to the ground, all of them 

fighting men” ( ויקרבו בני ישראל אל בני בנימן ביום השני: ויצא בנימן לקראתם מהגבעה ביום השני

ו בבני ישראל עוד שמנת עשר אלף איש ארצה כל אלה שלפי חרבוישחית ).  Furthermore, Judg 

20:14-48 overwhelmingly present Benjamin and Israel as distinct corporate entities.  

Only v.17b specifically places Benjamin within the tribal association of Israel.  The 

separation between this phrase and the larger representational trend of the 

surrounding narrative establishes the identity of v.17b as a scribal insertion, meant 
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to harmonize the representation of the two peoples with the ideology of the twelve-

tribe system.   

A further sign of parity status between Benjamin and Israel in Judg 20 

requires comment.  I previously mentioned in Chapter 1 that Judg 20:12 refers 

unexpectedly to the “Tribes of Benjamin” (שבטי בנימן).  The idea that Benjamin 

included multiple “tribes” ( טיםשב ) does not fit the picture of Benjamin as one “tribe” 

 amongst the twelve that formed the confederation of Israel in Judg 21:3, 6, 15 (שבט)

and 17, and elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible.625  This has led some translators to 

suggest that the plural of שבט in this verse should be translated either as the 

singular, as dittography caused by the proceeding שבטי ישראל, or as a synonym for 

“clan.”626  In truth, the Septuagint and Vulgate both witness a singular “tribe,” as 

opposed to “tribes.”627  However, שבטי בנימן (šibṭê binyāmin) represents the Lectio 

Difficilior, which the later translators of the Septuagint and Vulgate may have altered 

in an effort to harmonize the verse with the wider biblical conception of Israel’s 

twelve-tribe system.628  In addition, the suggestion that שבט could serve as a 

synonym for “clan” has no textual precedent.  If the more difficult text is to be 

preferred as original, then Judg 20:12 clearly asserts a structural equivalency 

                                                 
625 Interestingly, the Hebrew Bible does contain one other reference to the plural “tribes of Benjamin” 
in 1 Sam 9:21.  In this verse, Saul describes his humble tribal origins amongst the “tribes of Benjamin” 
 after Samuel’s declaration that all of Israel was yearning after him and his “father’s (שבטי בנימן)
house” (בית אב).  As in Judg 20:12, later translations, such as the Septuagint, Peshitta, Vulgate, and 
certain Old Latin manuscripts, witness the singular שבט in this verse.    
626 Soggin, Judges, 291.   
627 Elliger and Rudolph, Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, Judg 20:12, note b.   
628 Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh, 251.  The author goes on to suggest that “some such textual 
correction seems the best solution for the difficulty.” Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh, 251. 
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between Israel and Benjamin as groups that included multiple 629.שבטים  This 

depiction differs radically from the twelve-tribe system’s portrayal of Benjamin as a 

sub-unit of Israel.   

However, the reader may note that Judg 20:12 does not belong to the war 

account that I have argued constitutes Layer A.  Indeed, it appears in a passage that I 

have assigned to Layer C in Table 5.1.  Nevertheless, I stated at the beginning of my 

analysis of Judg 19-21 that ancient Near Eastern scribal practices force us to regard 

Layers A, B, and C as porous authorial horizons, and not static blocks of written text 

that an editor has cut and pasted from existing documents.  In accordance with that 

position, I contend that there is sufficient evidence to regard Judg 20:1-13 as a 

heavily edited transitional passage between the narrative of the Levite and his 

concubine in Layer C and the war account of Layer A, but which does not lend itself 

to dissection into separate literary threads.   

First, several pieces of distinctly late, priestly terminology appear in 20:1-13, 

such as “from Dan to Beer-Sheva,” (למדן ועד באר שבע; v.1), “and the community 

congregated as one man” (ותקהל העדה כאיש אחד; v.1), “all the people, all the tribes of 

Israel, in the congregation of the people of God” ( כל העם כל שבטי ישראל בקהל עם

 and “the territorial possessions of ,(v.6 ;ואנתחה) ”and I slaughtered her“ ,(האלהים

Israel” (נחלת ישראל).  In particular, outside of Judg 19-20 and Saul’s muster of the 

Israelites in 1 Sam 11:7, the verb נתח (ntḥ) only appears in the context of preparing 

                                                 
629 For more on the textual guideline Lectio Difficilior Praeferenda, see: Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew 
Bible, 302-305. 
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an animal as an עולה-offering.630  This late priestly viewpoint specifically portrays 

Israel as a unified “people” (עם) and cultic “congregation” (קהל) in Judg 20:1-13, and I 

have already shown in Chapter 2 that such priestly writing contains the clearest and 

most consistent picture of Israel according to the twelve-tribe system.  However, 

vv.1-13 also place Benjamin outside the parameters of the Israelite collective in a 

way that echoes 20:14-48.  Indeed, “all the people, all the tribes of Israel, in the 

congregation of the people of God” (כל העם כל שבטי ישראל בקהל עם האלהים) gather at 

Mizpah in vv.1-2, but v.3 explicitly states that “the Benjaminites heard that the 

Israelites had gone up to Mizpah” (וישמעו בני בנימן כי עלו בני ישראל המצפה), 

disqualifying them from Israelite identity according to the language of the previous 

two verses.  This juxtaposition indicates the presence of radically different 

viewpoints on Benjamin’s identity as an Israelite tribe, which are difficult to 

reconcile as the product of a single scribal hand. 

Furthermore, the Levite retells the events of Judg 19 to the gathered 

Israelites in 20:3-7. Repetition is an important component of biblical narrative style, 

and this passage provides a union (albeit uneasy) between the perspective of 

unnamed individual characters that marked Judg 19 and the singular interest in the 

actions of human collectives that typifies Judg 20:14-48.631  Nevertheless, the Levite’s 

speech creates a significant interruption in the flow of events in 20:1-13 that are 

building towards war while yielding no new information, suggesting their character 

                                                 
630 See Exod 29:17-18; Lev 1:6, 12; 8:20; 1 Kgs 18:33.  Lauren A. S. Monroe, “Disembodied Women: 
Sacrificial Language and the Deaths of Bat-Jephthah, Cozbi, and the Bethlehemite Concubine,” CBQ 
75/1 (2013): 45. 
631 For more on repetition in biblical narrative, see: Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 88-113; Jerome T. 
Walsh, Style and Structure in Biblical Hebrew Narrative (Collegeville: Liturgical, 2001), 145-154. 
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as an editorial insertion.632  If such an interpretation is correct, this intrusion may 

represent an attempt to infuse a received introduction to 20:14-48 with material that 

integrated it with the events of Judg 19.   

Finally, there is an abrupt shift in the text’s designation of the Israelite 

protagonists between vv.11 and 12a.  The first verse describes the group in action as 

“all the men of Israel” (כל איש ישראל), which fits the terminological emphasis on the 

word איש (ʼîš) that appears in v.1-11 and serves to underscore the unity of Israel as a 

single people. 633  By contrast, v.12a identifies the Israelite actors as “the tribes of 

Israel” (שבטי ישראל), thereby emphasizing their political character as an association 

of separately named groups.  Interestingly, the name “the tribes of Israel” is never 

used in Layer A proper (20:14-48), but does belong to the conception of Israel as an 

association of tribes that appears in Layer B (20:15), as I will show below.  One would 

expect some explanation for the war between Benjamin and Israel that did not 

involve the narrative that now appears in Judg 19 as an original component of Layer 

B, and this simple reference to the “tribes of Israel” in v.12a may suggest that 

isolated elements of that introduction remain embedded in vv.1-13.  Regardless of 

this possibility, vv.12b-13 quickly return the reader to the outrage in Gibeah by 

                                                 
632 In a private communication Monroe has proposed to me that they represent the hand of a late, 
priestly Benjaminite scribe that post-dates Layer C according to my analysis.  In 20:4-7, the Levite 
identifies the criminals as “the lords of Gibeah” (בעלי גבעה), rather than the Benjaminites.  This 
difference could be interpreted as an attempt to shift blame for the crime away from the tribe of 
Benjamin to the particular citizens of that town.  However, it should be noted that emphasis on 
Gibeah as the site of the rape and murder also serves the anti-Saul polemic that characterizes Layer C.  
Thus, definitive conclusions regarding these verses remain elusive. 
לנלך  ,(v.8) כאיש אחד ,(v.4) איש האישה הרצחה ,(v.4) ויען האיש הלוי ,(v.2) איש רגלי שלף חרב ,(v.1) כאיש אחד 633

 From the perspective of its received  .(v.11) ויאסף כל איש ישראל ,(v.8) ולא נסור איש לביתו ,(v.8) איש לאהלו
form, Frolov notes that the emphasis on unity created by the phrase כאיש אחד becomes ironic when it 
is understood that “this impressive solidarity is marshaled against fellow Israelites…”  Frolov, Judges, 
318. 
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describing the Israelites’ demand that the Benjaminites hand over the “wicked 

people” ( בליעל אנשים בני ) responsible for the rape and death of the Levite’s concubine.  

Viewed together, these elements stand as compelling proof that 20:1-13 represents a 

transitional passage that the scribe responsible for Layer C constructed by 

thoroughly interweaving his own words with material that may have originally 

belonged to the introduction of Layers A and/or B.  As a result, it is impossible to 

separate 20:1-13 into distinct narrative threads, but the presence of multiple scribal 

hands is clearly evident.  

Based on my own analysis of the Jacob and Joseph stories in Chapter 2, as 

well as the tribal list tradition, the existence of a text that describes Benjamin as a 

non-Israelite group is far from surprising.  As I previously mentioned, there are 

numerous indicators of Benjamin’s unique character amongst the tribes of Israel.  

First, I have shown that Benjamin’s birth was a secondary addition to the original 

birth narrative of Jacob’s sons in Gen 29:31-30:24.  Even at the level of the received 

text, he is the only one of the patriarch’s offspring that is not born in Padan-Aram, 

and his birth causes the death of his mother Rachel.  Secondly, sayings pertaining to 

Benjamin appear to belong to editorial expansions of original, and more limited, lists 

of Israelite tribes in Gen 49:27 and Deut 33:12.  Benjamin does appear alongside other 

named peoples that the biblical record identifies as Israelite in the textual core of 

“The Song of Deborah” (Judg 5:14-18), but this passage depicts these groups as 

members of a military alliance with no associated ascription to a shared name. 

Yet, while the existence of a text that represents Benjamin as a non-Israelite 

people accords with the evidence that I have presented thus far, the retention of 
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that same text in the Hebrew Bible requires explanation.  In other words, how did 

Judg 20:14-48 become part of a textual corpus that explicitly identifies Benjamin as 

one of twelve tribes that form the people Israel?  The answer lies in the polysemic 

character of the term אח, and the ability of later biblical scribes to reorient its 

meaning away from a political relationship between tribal groups of parity status to 

an inclusionary expression of Israelite identity. 

 

Layer C (Judge 19:1-20:13, 17b, 18, 21:1-14, 24-25): Anti-Saul Polemic and Benjamin’s 

Place within Israel 

In the received form of Judg 19-21, Layer A is situated within a larger 

narrative that explains its account of a war between Benjamin and Israel as the 

result of the rape and death of a Levite’s concubine in the town of Gibeah.  

Significantly, intertextual allusions and a separate narrative logic distinguish Judg 

19:1-20:13, 17b, 18, 21:1-14, and 25 as a learned scribal construct, which incorporates 

Layer A as its textual core.634  I have labelled this material Layer C in TABLE 5.1.  Most 

important for the present context, this phase in the text’s development also 

contains an unambiguous emphasis on Benjamin’s place within Israel, which 

includes a strategic recontextualization of the situated meaning of אח in Judg 20:23 

and 28.  Israel’s identification of Benjamin as “my brother” (אחי) in these verses may 

have even served as the precise editorial fulcrum that allowed the biblical scribes to 

preserve the written tradition contained in Layer A.  Indeed, despite its 

                                                 
634 In describing Judg 19 as a “learned” text, I am following Brettler, who emphasizes the scribal 
knowledge necessary to create such a thick pastiche of intertextual connections.  Marc Zvi Brettler, 
The Book of Judges (London: Routledge, 2002), 85-87.   
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representation of the relationship between Benjamin and Israel as peer polities, the 

polysemic character of אח allowed the authors to reconfigure this term’s meaning to 

conform to the ideology of the twelve-tribe system.   

To begin, it must be recognized that a confluence of textual allusions to the 

story of Saul in 1 Samuel distinguishes the text of Layer C from Layer A.  Moreover, 

these intertextual connections share a common function as part of an anti-Saul 

polemic, as Amit, Brettler, and others have shown.635  Frolov goes so far as to write 

“there is hardly a comparable case of two biblical narratives with dissimilar plots 

sharing a number of pivotal or idiosyncratic elements.”636  For instance, the 

description of the Levite’s butchering of his concubine in Judg 19:29-20:1 clearly 

echoes Saul’s dissection of a yoke of oxen in order to rally the Israelites for war in 1 

Sam 11:7.  Furthermore, the Israelites condemn the men, women, and children of 

Jabesh-Gilead to death by ḥērem (תחרימו, “you shall put them to the ḥērem”) in Judg 

21:8-10 for not coming up to Yahweh at Mizpah.  This attack provides wives for the 

decimated Benjaminites from the site’s virginal female residents.637   In contrast, Saul 

rescues Jabesh-Gilead from the Ammonites in 1 Sam 11:1-13, leading to his 

inauguration as the king of Israel at Gilgal in vv.14-15. The town’s residents later 

show their continued allegiance to Saul by burying his bones in 1 Sam 31:11-13.  

                                                 
635 Yairah Amit, “Literature in the Service of Politics: Studies in Judges 19-21,” in Politics and 
Theopolitics in the Bible and Postbiblical Literature (ed. Henning Graf Reventlow, Yair Hoffman and 
Benjamin Uffenheimer; JSOT 171; eds. David J.A. Clines and Philip R. Davies; Sheffield: JSOT, 1994), 39; 
Marc Zvi Brettler, “The Book of Judges: Literature as Politics,” JBL 108 (1989): 412;  ibid, The Book of 
Judges, 88-91; Milstein, “Reworking Ancient Texts,” 226-276. 
636 Frolov, Judges, 315. 
637 Brettler, The Book of Judges, 88. 
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Yet, the most startling negative allusion to Saul in these chapters is the story 

of the rape and murder of the concubine by the Gibeahites in Judg 19.  This text 

bears clear linguistic and thematic links to the story of Sodom and Gomorrah in Gen 

18-19.  In both passages, a resident alien compels the travelers to turn aside and stay 

in his home (Gen 19:2, Judg 19:20), where the outsider finds shelter and hospitality in 

face of the local population’s aggressive and hostile demands, including homosexual 

rape (Gen 19:5, Judg 19:22).638  The parallels between the stories “firmly place the 

rapists of Gibeah on the same footing as the residents of Sodom and Gomorrah – the 

only cities in the [Hebrew Bible] that YHWH destroys with fire and brimstone.”639  In 

comparison, Saul returns home to Gibeah in 1 Sam 10:26: “And Saul also went home 

to Gibeah…” ( יתה גבעתהוגם שאול הלך לב ).  As a matter of fact, the phrase “Gibeah of 

Saul” (גבעת שאול) appears four times in the Hebrew Bible, in 1 Sam 11:4, 15:34, 2 Sam 

21:6, and Isa 10:29.   

Yet, the functions of the two tales in Gen 19 and Judg 19 differ in their 

narrative contexts: “In Genesis the tale serves to condemn the Sodomites and extols 

the power of God, who stops the evildoers with blindness.  In Judges 19, by contrast, 

the narrative points to fissures within the would-be community of Israelites.”640  

Soggin and Groß have both argued that certain details shared by the two pericopes 

are more intrinsic to the plot of Gen 19, and therefore conclude that Judg 19 draws 

on the latter text.641  For example, Soggin writes that “the theme of homosexual 

                                                 
638 Niditch, Judges, 192-193.  
639 Frolov, Judges, 317. 
640 Niditch, Judges, 192-193. 
641 Groß, Richter, 836-837; Soggin, Judges, 282.  Niditch offers an alternative interpretation.  She writes 
that while it is possible to question the relative chronology between the two texts and the direction 
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violence, basic to Gen. 19 and therefore developed coherently [in vv.5-7], from which 

only a miraculous intervention can rescue the destined victim…appears only briefly 

in Judg. 19, but is irrelevant and does not produce any effect, given that the toughs 

are content to rape the woman (v.25), leaving the Levite and his servant alone.”642  

Hence, it appears that the author of Judg 19 appropriated the story of Gen 19 for his 

own purposes, but that this new literary and ideological context did not constitute a 

precise fit for certain elements of the pentateuchal narrative.    

The combined effect of the negative allusions I have just described is to 

delegitimize Israel’s first king as the descendant and fellow townsman of the vilest 

type of criminal: “he comes from a tribe, indeed from a city of rapists and 

murderers, who are unwilling to own up to their wrongdoing.”643  But what purpose 

could such a polemic serve?  Brettler and others have provided a compelling answer 

to this question by showing that the biblical corpus retains hints of continued 

support for the dynasty of Saul, the most striking proof of which is the genealogy of 

his descendants in 1 Chr 8:33-40.  This list extends twelve generations after the 

monarch, and bears a notable similarity to the list of David’s descendants in 1 Chr 

3.644  Thus, the anti-Saul polemic of Judg 19-21 is best understood as the product of a 

pro-Davidic ideology, whose roots must lie in Judah.  Accordingly, it is unsurprising 

                                                 
of their literary dependence, it may be more accurate to consider both as variations on a common 
folktale theme, for which the Greek stories of the Cyclops and Lestragonians constitute extra-biblical 
examples. Niditch, Judges, 192. 
642 Soggin, Judges, 282. 
643 Brettler, The Book of Judges, 89. 
644 Brettler, “The Book of Judges: Literature as Politics,” 414.  Brettler provides a thorough overview of 
biblical and post-biblical evidence for continued support of Saul and his descendants as rightful 
rulers.  Brettler, “The Book of Judges,” 413-415.  See also: Amit, “Literature in the Service of Politics,” 
39.   
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that additional evidence of a Judahite perspective can be found in Layer C of Judg 19-

21 as well. 

The material in question appears in 20:18, which states, “And they arose, and 

they went up to Beth-El, and they questioned God, and they said ‘of the Israelites, 

who will go up first in battle with the Benjaminites.’ Yahweh said, ‘Judah first’” 

( קמו ויעלו בית אל וישאלו באלהים ויאמרו בני ישראל מי יעלה לנו בתחלה למלחמה עם בני בנימן וי

 Besides Benjamin and Ephraim, no other Israelite tribe is  .(ויאמר יהוה יהודה בתחלה

mentioned in Judg 19-21, making specification of Judah in v.18 highly conspicuous.  

Furthermore, resumptive repetition of the 3rd masculine plural waw-consecutive 

verb ויקומו/ויקמו (wayyāqū/ûmû; “and they arose”) at the beginning of vv.18 and 19 

suggests the scribal insertion of text.  Removing this verse from the passage does not 

alter the story, as the information is superfluous to the narrative.  However, v.18 

does share a notable connection with the introduction to the book of Judges in 1:1-2: 

“And it happened after Joshua’s death, the Israelites questioned Yahweh, saying 

‘who shall go up first against the Canaanites to do battle with them?’  And Yahweh 

said, ‘Judah shall go up…’” ( ויהי אחרי מות יהושע וישאל בני ישראל ביהוה לאמר מי יעלה לנו אל

 Verse18 links the received text of Judg  .(הכנעני בתחלה להלחם בו: ויאמר יהוה יהודה יעלה

19-21 to Judg 1:1-2, raising the possibility that the Judahite scribal hand responsible 

for Layer C in the former passage’s compositional history was also responsible for 

creating this pro-Judahite introduction, and thus also the book of Judges as we know 

it.  

While the subtle references to Genesis and 1 Samuel mark Judg 19-21 as an 

anti-Saul polemic, they also indicate the textual boundaries of Layer C in these 
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chapters’ compositional history. The intertextual allusions that I described above 

are confined to Judg 19:1-20:13 and 21:1-14.  Thus, there is every indication that 

Layer C of Judg 19-21 represents a sui generis scribal product, which a learned 

Judahite author produced by skillfully drawing on a wealth of written traditions. 

The textual boundaries of Layer C are also marked by an observable emphasis 

on Benjamin’s Israelite identity in Judg 19:1-20:13 and 21:1-14, which is 

demonstrably absent from Layer A.  This repeated stress on Benjamin’s character as 

one of the tribes of Israel first appears in 19:12, where the Levite tells his servant 

“we will not turn aside to the city of a foreigner that does not belong to the children 

of Israel; we will pass on to Gibeah” ( לא נסור אל עיר נכרי אשר לא מבני ישראל הנה ועבדנו עד

 thereby insinuating that Gibeah is an Israelite settlement.  Additionally, the ,(גבעה

Levite slaughters his concubine into “twelve pieces” (שנים עשר נתחים) in 19:29 and 

sends them throughout Israel.  This action signals Layer C’s commitment to 

depicting Benjamin’s relationship to Israel according to the ideology of the twelve-

tribe system, which accords with the late priestly terminology present in 20:1-13 

that I described above.  Indeed, the scribe’s desire to include this allusion to the 

duodecimal character of Israel in Layer C seems to have overshadowed their 

recognition that sending a portion of the concubine’s corpse to the tribe of Benjamin 

was entirely illogical in the immediate narrative context.   

Next, 20:13 identifies the multiple members of Benjamin and Israel as 

“brothers.”   By using the plural form of אח in this context, the scribe is able to 

communicate a diffuse fraternal relationship between the groups’ members, which 

allows for the possibility of Benjamin’s structural position as one of the tribes that 
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forms the larger people of Israel.  Shortly following this verse, 20:17b specifies that 

the men of Israel mustered four hundred thousand warriors “without Benjamin” 

 These two words are the only clear references to Benjamin as part of a  .(לבד מבנימן)

tribal association named Israel within 20:14-48.  As I already mentioned, I regard this 

phrase as a gloss, which refers to the muster of the “men of Israel” (איש ישראל) in 

v.17a compelled.   

The reader then encounters the Inter-Group אח Texts of 20:23 and 28, which 

depict Israel identifying Benjamin as “my brother” (אחי).  I argued above that these 

verses belong to Layer A’s representation of Benjamin and Israel as independent 

tribal groups of parity status.  Importantly, the singular form of אח and 1st common 

singular possessive suffix present in 20:23 and 28 contrasts sharply with the plural 

form of אח and 3rd masculine plural possessive suffix that links Benjamin and Israel 

in 20:13.  Through its introductory position, the plural reference to Benjamin and 

Israel as אחים in v.13, which allows for a conception of the former group as a sub-unit 

of the latter, and conditioning understanding of אח in vv.23 and 28, despite 

differences in number and phraseology.  Consequently, Israel’s references to 

Benjamin as “my brother” in 20:23 and 28 becomes another expression of that 

group’s Israelite identity within the framework of Layer C.  By composing a new 

introduction to these verses that exploits a different meaning for אח, the scribe is 

able to alter the term’s connotation within the appropriated text of Layer A, thereby 

dramatically altering the reader’s perception of the relationship between Benjamin 

and Israel in this text. 
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Stress on Benjamin’s place within Israel does not reappear until Judg 21:3, 

which narrates a lament by the Israelites, wherein they ponder how Yahweh could 

allow “one tribe from Israel” (מישראל שבט אחד) to disappear, clearly referencing the 

decimation of the Benjaminites during the war that 20:14-48 narrates.  Then, after 

referring to Benjamin as the multiple אחים of the “Israelites” (בני ישראל) in 21:6, the 

verse provides a further lament of the Israelites, who state “today, one tribe from 

Israel is cut off” (נגדע היום שבט אחד מישראל).  This verse uses the 3rd masculine singular 

possessive suffix with the plural of אח to represent the Benjaminites as the multiple 

“brothers” of Israel.  Although constructed differently, this verse draws on the 

language of “brotherhood” that proceeds it in 20:13, 23, and 28.  Moreover, similar to 

20:13, the parity that marks Israel’s identification of Benjamin as אחי in 20:23 and 28 

is absent in 21:6, replaced by an expression of Benjamin’s inclusion within the 

higher-order collective of “the people” (21:2 ;העם) of Israel. 

Certain aspects of this emphasis on Benjamin’s place within Israel is 

understandable as part of the anti-Saul polemic that characterizes Layer C.  Yet, this 

editorial goal is focused on defining Saul’s Benjaminite, or more specifically, 

Gibeahite identity.  Thus, the sustained parallel over-communication of Benjamin 

and Gibeah’s Israelite identity appears redundant, making an explanation for its 

presence in Layer C necessary.  As I previously mentioned, researchers have shown 

that over-communication is a byproduct of status anxiety in the on-going process of 

identity construction.645  Thus, viewed in comparison to the over-communication of 

                                                 
645 Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 22. 
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the tribal eponyms’ Israelite identity in vv.2-13 of Judg 5, the over-communication of 

Benjamin’s place within Israel in Layer C of Judg 19-21 must also constitute an 

intentional argument.  As such it would reflect the scribe’s concern over the tribe’s 

Israelite character, revealing their full comprehension of the situated meaning of אח 

within ancient Near Eastern inter-tribal political discourse, even in a late Judahite 

context.  Moreover, it suggests that their recontextualization of Israel’s reference to 

Benjamin as “my brother” (אחי) in Judg 20:23 and 28 was part of a deliberate editorial 

process facilitated by the semantic character of the Hebrew fraternal kin term. 

 

Layer B (Judg 21:15-23): Benjamin as Part of an Aggregate Association of Tribes 

Named “Israel” 

 As I have shown, there are numerous indicators that Layers A and C 

constitute separate phases in the compositional history of Judg 19-21, and that they 

contain alternative conceptions of Benjamin’s relationship to Israel as a “brother.”  

Indeed, the clear juxtaposition of these layers is precisely what makes Judg 19-21 a 

compelling paradigmatic example for the ways in which scribal engagement with 

the ancient Near Eastern political discourse of “brotherhood” affected the process of 

biblical composition.  Yet, there are signs of an intermediate stage in these chapters’ 

development as well, which I define as Layer B in TABLE 5.1 above.   Spanning a mere 

nine verses in Judg 21:15-23 following the war account of Layer A, this phase in the 

compositional history of Judg 19-21 retains none of the over-communication of 

Benjamin’s Israelite identity that marks the text of Layer A, despite elements that 

suggest an understanding of that group’s membership within an association of tribes 
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named Israel.  This indicates the presence of yet another scribal conception of what 

it meant to be an Israelite tribe subsumed in the received text of Judg 19-21; one that 

resulted in little anxiety concerning the parity communicated by Israel’s 

identification of Benjamin as “my brother” (אחי) in Judg 20:23 and 28. 

 Numerous scholars have suggested the separate origins of the Israelites’ two 

schemes to acquire wives for the surviving Benjaminites in Judg 21:1-14 and 15-25.646  

Significantly, I have already shown that allusion to Jabesh-Gilead in 21:1-14 belongs 

to the anti-Saul polemic that characterizes Layer A.  In contrast, the second plan, 

which involves the Benjaminites kidnapping women from the festival to Yahweh at 

Shiloh, has no overt connection to traditions regarding Israel’s first king.  Still, it 

should be noted that Milstein has argued for the existence of a “Saul Complex” that 

spanned Judg 20:14-48, 21:15-23, and 1 Sam 1.  Within this literary unit, she contends 

that the birth foretold to Hannah at Shiloh in 1 Sam 1 originally concerned Saul, and 

not Samuel.  Subsequently, she interprets Judg 21:15-23 as a textual bridge, meant to 

link divergent traditions of Saul’s connection to Benjamin and Shiloh. 647 Milstein’s 

argument is intriguing, but it is sufficient to note here that any cryptic allusion to 

Saul in these verses is qualitatively different from that in Judg 21:1-14. 

                                                 
646 For more on the separation of Judg 21:1-14 and 15-25, see: Mayes, Israel in the Period of the Judges, 42; 
Soggin, Judges, 299.  However, certain scholars have also suggested that Judg 21 represents a post-
exilic construct in its entirety, due to its preservation of priestly terminology in vv.1-8 and reference 
to the site of Mizpah.  See: Joseph Blenkinsopp, “Benjamin Traditions Read in the Early Persian 
Period” in Judah and the Judeans in the Persian Period (ed. Oded Lipschits and Manfred Oeming; Winona 
Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2006), 629-645.  Significantly, Milstein points out that these late elements are 
largely lacking in Judg 21:15-24.  Milstein, “Reworking Ancient Texts,” 244, no.332. 
647 Ibid., 232-237. 
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 Furthermore, Judg 21:15-23 lacks the over-communication of Benjamin’s 

Israelite identity observable in Layer C.  Apparent exceptions to this observation are 

found in 21:15 and 17, which describe Benjamin as one of the “Tribes of Israel” ( שבטי

 While this phrase and the accompanying Israelite concern over Benjamin’s  .(ישראל

survival resembles 21:1-14, there are subtle differences.  For instance, while 21:1-14 

emphasizes the Israelites’ anxiety over the possible eradication of an Israelite tribe, 

and stresses that group’s nature as a unified “people” (עם), 21:15 refers to a “breach” 

 that Yahweh has made amongst the tribes. This is the only case in the Hebrew (פרץ)

Bible in which the term פרץ (pereṣ) is used to describe an incident involving the 

tribes of Israel, and it seems to figuratively represent the rupture in an ongoing 

relationship more than the disappearance of a population’s sub-unit.648   

 Additional elements within Judg 21 make Layer B’s acceptance of a 

distinction between Benjaminite and Israelite identity more acute, even implying a 

level of social and political separation.  In particular, the Israelites’ oath not to give 

any of their daughters as wives to the Benjaminites in v.18 implies the latter 

population’s character as an outsider: “…‘And we are not able to give them wives 

from among our daughters,’ for the Israelites had sworn saying ‘giving a wife to 

Benjamin is forbidden’” ( ואנחנו לא נוכל לתת להם נשים מבנותינו כי נשבעו בני ישראל לאמר

ימןארור נתן אשה לבנ ).  A parallel reference to the prohibition against giving the 

Benjaminites wives appears in 21:1, but this passage’s place in Layer C indicates that 

the scribe responsible for that stage of composition drew on the existing text in 

                                                 
648 Even-Shoshan, “פרץ,” NCB, 963-964. 
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vv.15-23 in order to create a second tale regarding the Benjaminites’ procurement of 

wives that included an anti-Saul bias.  Setting aside this secondary addition, the 

inter-marriage prohibition that 21:18 describes occurs in no other instance between 

Israelite tribes in the biblical corpus. 

However, injunctions against inter-marriage do occur in connection with 

non-Israelite groups.  Deuteronomy 7:3-4 makes it clear that Israel is not to 

intermarry with the seven Canaanite nations whose land they will inherit, or these 

foreign nations will lead them into apostasy.  Also, in Gen 34:13-17, the sons of Jacob 

refuse, deceptively, to give their sister and daughters to Shechem and his father 

Hamor until they and their compatriots circumcise themselves.  Deut 7:3-4, Gen 

34:13-17 and Judg 21:18 all use similar language to describe this marriage 

prohibition: the actors are “not to give” (לא נתן) a female family member (בת or אחות).  

Therefore, by forbidding the Benjaminites to intermarry with them, Israel is treating 

Benjamin as a non-Israelite group.   

Yet, the implications of inter-marriage go even further.  Patrilineal 

endogamy is by far the preferred marriage arrangement in the Hebrew Bible.649  

From a functional perspective, this practice would have secured continued control 

of familial land within the kin-group, a concern that Num 36:8 directly addresses by 

                                                 
649 Though it should be noted that exogamy was most likely not uncommon.  Carol Meyers, Discovering 
Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (New York: Oxford University, 1988), 183-184.  Steinberg has used 
the patriarchal stories of Genesis to argue that genealogy functioned primarily to determine heirship, 
rather than descent, in ancient Israel.  As she writes, “these stories illustrate the relationship 
between marriage and patrilineal descent.  The emphasis on inheritance, both of lineage and of 
property, allows us to infer that marriages are formed to keep inheritance of land within certain 
kinship boundaries.”  Naomi Steinberg, Kinship and Marriage in Genesis: A Household Economics 
Perspective (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 11.  
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declaring that daughters who have inherited land due to a father’s lack of a male 

heir must marry a member of their father’s tribe.  This makes reference to past 

inter-marriage with the Benjaminites in Judg 21:15-23 even more striking.  In 

Chapter 3, I noted the role of inter-marriage in the establishment of ḫipšum-alliances 

between the Mari tribes, as well as royal treaties.  Ethnographic comparison 

indicates that such exchange of women formed affinal kin ties between separate 

tribes, thereby introducing the moral and ethical obligations universally linked to 

kinship as a way to stabilize political alliances.650  Thus, similar to the situated 

meaning of “brotherhood” in ancient Near Eastern political discourse, reference to 

past inter-marriage may not signify Benjamin’s place within a larger unified people.  

Rather, it is possible that it implies this group’s political status as an “ally” with the 

other groups that form the collective named “the tribes of Israel” (שבטי ישראל). 

Once again, the retention of elements that depict a level of political 

independence for Benjamin as a tribe within Israel suggests that the scribe 

responsible for Layer B bore a different conception of Israelite identity than the one 

that produced Layer C.  Indeed, despite incorporation of Layer A, Layer B contains no 

indication of anxiety over Israel’s identification of Benjamin as “my brother” (אחי) in 

Judg 20:23 and 28.  Viewed together, these elements point to Layer B’s construction 

in an Israelite, versus Judahite, context. As I have mentioned throughout the 

dissertation, Fleming’s analysis of particular biblical texts in The Legacy of Israel in 

Judah’s Bible reveals that the notion of Israel as an association of tribes, “which once 

                                                 
650 For more on this phenomenon, see my discussions of diplomatic marriages and the ḫipšum-alliance 
in Chapter 3. 
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represented viable decision-making units,” is a distinctly Israelite idea.651  In truth, 

this is precisely the picture of the tribal eponyms visible in the textual core of “The 

Song of Deborah” (Judg 5:14-18).  Accordingly, it is important to point out that Layer 

C depicts the Israelites’ muster for war against the Benjaminites and their near 

eradication of that tribe as a tragedy produced by their wicked behavior and lack of 

centralized leadership.  In contrast, Layer B’s account of the war between Benjamin 

and Israel and the preservation of the former tribe through their acquisition of 

wives at Shiloh is the tale of a functioning tribal collective with an effective policy of 

collaborative decision making.652   

 

Israelite Tribal “Brotherhood” and Scribal Practice in the Formation of Judg 19-21 

and Beyond 

Having examined Layers A-C within Judg 19-21, it is now necessary to 

summarize my analysis with regard to the process of these chapters’ composition, as 

well as identify the ways in which this investigation illuminates the textual 

formation of other pieces of biblical literature.  Principally, evidence for the 

editorial recontextualization of the meaning of אח appears in several passages 

surrounding Inter-Group אח Texts, accompanied by an over-communication of a 

named people’s Israelite identity that parallels Layer C of Judg 19-21.  This sheds new 

light on the way in which biblical scribes identified certain words as editorial 

                                                 
651 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 27. 
652 Amit finds this contradiction troubling: “…there seems a tension in this incident between the 
narrator’s claim that the presence of a king would have prevented problems of the sort portrayed 
(21:25), and the description of an unusual and deviant problem which was in the final analysis 
resolved.”  Amit, The Book of Judges, 339.   
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fulcrums for preserving and appropriating existing written traditions in their 

composition of new texts.  Yet, scribal engagement with the ancient Near Eastern 

political discourse of “brotherhood” and developing ideologies of Israelite identity 

effected the formation of particular passages in other ways as well, and perhaps 

even prompted the organization of large scale literary units within the biblical 

corpus.    

The separate textual layers within Judg 19-21 bear witness to three discrete 

phases in these chapters’ compositional history.  Furthermore, my comparison of 

the differences between these layers has revealed the mechanisms that a series of 

scribes used to transform the written tradition of a conflict between peer tribal 

groups into the received narrative of an intra-Israelite civil war. 

1. The first phase involved the composition of the war account in Layer A.  

Little can be determined regarding this text’s origin.  However, it must be 

emphasized that Layer A’s depiction of Benjamin and Israel as independent 

tribal groups of parity status should not be taken as sure proof of this written 

tradition’s early date of composition.  Only the relative chronological 

relationship between Layers A-C is clear.  Moreover, the peculiar position of 

Benjamin within the biblical narrative, as well as individuals’ continued 

ascription to Benjaminite identity into the late monarchic, and even Second 

Temple periods stands as proof of a persistent communal context for the 

preservation of a text focused on this group’s history and connection to an 

entity named Israel. 
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2. In the second phase, the Israelite scribe responsible for Layer B appended a 

description of the tribal collective’s acquisition of new wives for the 

Benjaminites to the war account of Layer A.  This stage may have also 

included a reintroduction to Judg 20:14-48 in vv.1-13, but this text is 

impossible to reconstruct.  In appending Layer B to Layer A, the Israelite 

author retained aspects of the original written tradition that communicated 

Benjamin’s viability as a decision making unit capable of pursuing its own 

public goals, while also intimating its position within a political association of 

tribes named Israel.  By doing so, it reoriented Israel’s description of 

Benjamin as “my brother” (אחי) in Judg 20:23 and 28 to accord with the 

Israelite tradition of collaborative tribal politics.   

3. The third phase is the product of a late, perhaps post-exilic, Judahite author.  

Carrying a conception of Israel as a single people and polity according to the 

ideology of the twelve-tribe system, this scribe sought to construct an anti-

Saul polemic that would incorporate the received written tradition of a war 

between Benjamin and Israel and its aftermath that constitutes Layers A-B.  

This text offered a logical foundation for the new composition, due to the 

prominent role played in the narrative by the site of Gibeah, which held a 

significant place in existing traditions of Saul’s reign.  However, the author 

recognized that his source’s textual core presented Benjamin and Israel as 

independent peer polities.  In order to appropriate and preserve this textual 

tradition according to the norms of ancient Near Eastern scribal practices, he 

used אח as a pivot point within the narrative, reintroducing the term with 
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altered syntax in 20:13 and 21:6.  In doing so, he embedded Israel’s fraternal 

identification of Benjamin as a political peer within a literary framework that 

defined their “brotherhood” as a sign of shared Israelite identity.  However, 

anxiety regarding the communication of Benjamin’s Israelite identity within 

the war account of Layer A remained, compelling the over-communication of 

that group’s character as a sub-unit of Israel that marks Layer C.   

In general, examination of Layers A-C of Judg 19-21 reveals a scribal process of 

textual accretion, which identified and redeployed particular terms and ideas found 

within existing written traditions in order to alter the readers perception of the 

source material.  In this case, altering the discursive context of the polyseme אח 

allowed successive Israelite and Judahite scribes to redirect its meaning so as to 

agree with their own conception of the relationship between the tribes and the 

character of Israelite identity.   

 Signs of similar engagement with the term אח and the concept of Israelite 

tribal “brotherhood” appear surrounding other Inter-Group אח Texts, although the 

contours of the compositional process are less clearly defined.  For instance, I 

showed in Chapter 1 that Num 32:6, Deut 3:18-20, and Josh 1:12-15 contain differing 

iterations of the same narrative elements, which includes a reference to the 

Reubenites and Gadites “brotherhood” with Israel.  In order to explain these 

intertextual connections, I noted in Chapter 1 that Schorn and Seebass have 

individually suggested that Num 32 contains a distinct “Grundschicht,” which stands 
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behind the other passages.653  Importantly, they both also place Moses’ identification 

of the Reubenites, Gadites, and Israelites as “brothers” (אחים) within this earliest 

textual layer.   

As with all the Inter-Group אח Texts, I showed in Chapter 4 that Num 32:6 

contains elements that link it to the ancient Near Eastern inter-group discourse of 

“brotherhood.”  Accordingly, there are additional verses in Num 32 that portray a 

distinct level of political and socio-structural separation between Israel, Reuben, and 

Gad, which does not agree with the structural ideology of the twelve-tribe system.  

For instance, I previously noted that Reuben and Gad’s participation in the conquest 

of Canaan is far from assured in this text, and Moses is forced to lay out the 

incentive of their desired territorial possession to guarantee they will show up to 

fight.  Furthermore, in the presentation of their demands, the Reubenites and 

Gadites use language that implies their separation from, rather than inclusion 

within, an Israelite collective.  In v.16, they assert that “we will hasten to be warriors 

before the Israelites until we have brought them to their place…” ( ואנחנו נחלץ חשים לפני

 Moses reiterates this language of separation in  .(בני ישראל עד אשר אם הביאנם אל מקומם

his response in vv.20-22, even stating that if Reuben and Gad come in military 

support, their obligation to Yahweh and Israel would be fulfilled: “…and afterward 

you may return and you will be clear before Yahweh and before Israel…” ( ואחר תשבו

 Alongside Moses’ identification of the Israelites as Reuben  .(והייתם נקיים מיהוה ומישראל

                                                 
653 Schorn, Ruben und das System der zwölf Stämme Israels, 155-157; Horst Seebass, “Erwägungen zu 
Numeri 32:1-38,” JBL 118/1 (1999): 38. 
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and Gad’s “brothers” (אחיכם) in v.6, these verses combine to depict the groups 

involved not as a single people, but rather as allied tribal groups. 

Just as in the compositional process that produced Layers A-C of Judg 19-21, 

there is evidence that scribal recognition of the situated meaning of אח in Num 32:6 

compelled over-communication of Reuben and Gad’s Israelite identity in the 

surrounding passage’s textual development, as well as in the dependent texts of 

Deut 3:18-20 and Josh 1:12-15.  In each case, אח served as the editorial fulcrum that 

facilitated the written tradition’s appropriation within a new composition.  In Num 

32, this involved the addition of text that framed, and thereby altered the situated 

meaning of אח to accord with the ideology of the twelve-tribe system (Num 32:2, 4, 7-

15, and 28ff), just as in Layer C of Judg 19-21.  Moreover, in their renarration of this 

original passage in Deut 3, scribes redeployed the term אח, but removed any 

reference to individual tribal identities.  Thus, similar to the scribe’s use of אח in 

Judg 20:13 and 21:6 of Layer C, the author that produced Deut 3 conditioned the 

reader to approach the term as an inclusionary expression of shared Israelite 

identity in 3:18 and 20.  Josh 1:12-15 mimics this language precisely, indicating this 

passage’s direct literary dependence on the former. 

Anxiety regarding the identity and character of Levi’s “brothers” may have 

played a significant role in the textual formation of the Inter-Group אח Texts of Deut 

10:9 and 18:1-2 as well, despite the lack of any evidence that a conception of Israelite 

tribal “brotherhood” other than the twelve-tribe system informed their 

composition.  As with Judg 19-21, commentators have regarded both Deut 10 and 18 
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as independent pericopes that are not original to their present literary contexts.654   

Building on this viewpoint, I believe that a side-by-side comparison of Deut 18:1-2 

with 10:9 shows that the former text was the latter’s vorlage.  Strikingly, points of 

dissimilarity between the two passages reveal specific editorial interests that 

included over-communication of the Israelite identity of Levi’s אחים.  TABLE 5.2 

places the verses’ common text in bold type. 

TABLE 5.1. Comparison of the Hebrew Text of Deut 10:9 and 18:1-2 
Deut 
10:9 

יהוה הוא  אלהיך לו

נחלתו 

כאשר 

 דבר יהוה

חלק ונחלה      אחיו

 עם
לא   

 היה

 ללוי

על 

 כן

Deut 
18:1 

אשי יהוה         

ונחלתו 

 יאכלון

חלק ונחלה  ישראל

 עם
כל שבט 

 לוי
לא 

 יהיה
לכהנים 

 הלוים

  

Deut 
18:2 

יהוה הוא    לו

נחלתו 

כאשר 

 דבר 

לא  ונחלה     אחיו

לו  יהיה

 בקרב

      

 

The table above demonstrates that Deut 10:9 is the Lectio Brevior of the two 

passages.655  Furthermore, that text which is exclusive to Deut 18:1-2, as compared to 

the shorter text of Deut 10:9, focuses squarely  on the tribal character and Israelite 

identity of Levi and his “brothers,” as well as the definition of Levitical rights.656  

Having isolated the situated meaning of אח in ancient Near Eastern inter-group 

                                                 
654 See: Van der Toorn, Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible, 157, 161-162. 
655 The rule of Lectio Brevior/Brevis Potior (“the shorter reading is to be preferred”) stands on the 
assumption that ancient scribes were more likely to add details to a text than remove them.  
However, Tov has rightly maintained that “the validity of this rule cannot be maintained in all 
instances.  In fact, in neither the NT nor the Hebrew Bible can it be decided automatically that the 
shorter reading is original.” Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 305-306.  However, I argue that 
the material present in Deut 18:1-2, and lacking in Deut 10:9, betrays a clear explanatory function.  
This indicates both an editorial goal as well as the primacy of the shorter text.  The editor of BHS 
appears to recognize Deut 18:2’s dependence on, and expansion of, 10:9 in note a. 
656 For more on exegetical additions, or interpolations, in textual criticism, see: Tov, Textual Criticism, 
281-284. 
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political discourse, these differences cannot be regarded as the product of chance.  

Rather, the scribe that used Deut 10:9 to create 18:1-2 seems to have introduced text 

meant to delimit the situated meaning of אח in the process of appropriating his 

source material.  In other words, the author has used אח as the editorial pivot point 

for adapting an existing written tradition in the process of creating a new 

composition. 

 Evidence of scribes utilizing the same practices described above to literarily 

accommodate the language and tradition of Israelite tribal “brotherhood” to the 

context of an Israelite monarchy appears in the Inter-Group אח Texts as well.  As a 

matter of fact, examination of Gen 49:26b and Deut 33:16 and 24 shows that 

recontextualization of the term אח played a central role in this process.  As I showed 

in Chapter 4, it is possible to read the reference to Asher’s “brothers” in Deut 33:24 

as a manifestation of the ancient Near Eastern political discourse of “brotherhood.”  

Moreover, this passage indicates that a conception of named peoples as “brothers” 

belonged to the earliest textual layers of “The Blessing of Moses,” prior to its 

expansion to fit the ideology of the twelve-tribe system.  However, while Asher is 

distinguished from “his brothers” (אחיו) with terminology that is neutral with 

regards to political authority in v.24a, v.16 identifies Joseph as the “elect of his 

brothers” (נזיר אחיו), elevating that eponym amongst its peers with a term that 

connotes divine selection.  This status corresponds with Joseph’s position as the 

culmination of the original birth narrative in Gen 29:31-30:24, wherein his birth by 

the favored wife genealogically validates his authoritative position.   
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The Joseph story then narratively reifies this eponym’s special fraternal 

status by describing the events that led to his selection for rule amongst his 

brothers.  The genealogical and narrative focus on Joseph in these passages is only 

comprehendible from a monarchic Israelite perspective, as does the eponym’s 

election in “The Blessing of Jacob.”  It is worth consideration whether the unique 

narrative hypostatization of the tribal eponyms as the particular sons of one father 

was the result of a political need to justify the consolidation of governmental control 

by a single group amongst ostensibly peer polities.  To put it differently, the 

polysemic character of אח would have allowed scribes to reify the political 

“brotherhood” of Israel as a single familial household in textual traditions, allowing 

them to use maternal status and narrative embellishment to explain Joseph’s 

elevated position.  

   Adoption of the language and tradition of Israelite tribal “brotherhood” by 

scribes working in Judah involved the same compositional techniques described 

above.  However, evidence points to these authors’ unique interest in strategically 

redeploying אח so as to subsume its connotation of inter-tribal parity to an ideology 

of monarchic Judahite supremacy.  Complicating this enterprise, the fact remains 

that the symbol of “brotherhood” does not lend itself easily to an absolute hierarchy 

of inter-group power, indicating that Judahite scribes were forced to engage with 

this idea as a result of its embedded position in received Israelite written traditions.  

Evidence for this fact is clearest in Gen 49:8, which reintroduces the term אח in a 

tactical reorientation of a tribal list that had previously culminated in identifying 

Joseph’s elevated position among his “brothers.”  In Gen 49:8b these same 
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“brothers” bow to Judah as their king, while further additions of text validate 

Judah’s right to rule in place of Reuben, Simeon, and Levi with genealogical logic 

that is dependent on the twelve-tribe system.   

 Finally, it is worth considering the implications that changing ideologies 

regarding Israelite identity and the meaning of inter-group “brotherhood” may have 

played in the construction of the larger biblical narrative, as opposed to isolated 

passages.  In Chapter 2, I showed that there are strikingly few references to the 

Israelite tribal eponyms as individual ancestors following Exod 1.  This corresponds 

with the narrative scope of the Inter-Group אח Texts as well, which are restricted to 

the Pentateuch, Joshua, Judges, and 1 Kings.  Furthermore, I showed in Chapter 2 

that assertions of pan-Israelite “brotherhood” only appear in a constrained corpus 

of late biblical texts.   Viewed from the perspective of a separation between Judahite 

and Israelite traditions within the Hebrew Bible, a possible explanation for the 

uneven presence of traditions regarding Israelite tribal “brotherhood” presents 

itself.  Fleming has argued that biblical narratives concerning the ancestral roots 

and pre-monarchic past of Israel reflect Judahite adoption and development of 

originally Israelite traditions, “which did not include Judah when they were 

created.”657  By contrast, the narrative regarding the monarchic period following 

King David, as well as the vast majority of prophetic literature, betrays an 

unmistakably Judahite worldview with little interest in defining this entity’s identity 

apart from the Davidic monarchy.   

                                                 
657 Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible, 28. 
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Consequently, it is unsurprising that the language and symbol of tribal 

“brotherhood” is centered in texts concerning Israel’s pre-monarchic existence, as 

Judahite scribes seem to have drawn most heavily on Israelite traditions to construct 

this portion of the biblical narrative.  Moreover, it is worth considering the role of 

late Judahite ideologies concerning the nature of Israelite identity in the structuring 

the larger biblical narrative that spans the Torah and Former Prophets, considering 

distinct differences in the interest of Genesis and subsequent books in representing 

the “brotherhood” of the tribal eponyms.  Indeed, the received genealogical 

presentation of Israel’s ancestral origins in Genesis as well as this material’s 

introductory position in the corpus could be read as a large-scale example of the 

very scribal mechanisms I have isolated in the present dissertation.  In this case, the 

process would have involved strategic redeployment of the symbol, rather than 

language, of Israelite “brotherhood” through static genealogies, tribal lists, and 

revised ancestral narratives, meant to reorient the reader’s perception of all 

subsequent references to Israel as an association of tribes.  

   

Summary 

 My analysis of Judg 19-21 has demonstrated that scribal engagement with the 

ancient Near Eastern inter-group discourse of “brotherhood” and differing 

conceptions of Israelite identity played a central role in the process of these 

chapter’s composition.  Indeed, the simultaneous desire to preserve received written 

traditions, but also maintain their viability in light of contemporary ideologies, is 

visible in the scribal confrontation with Israel’s identification of Benjamin as “my 



 

328 

brother” (אחי) in Judg 20:23 and 28.  Moreover, as a paradigmatic example, this 

examination uncovered scribal mechanisms for textual transformation that likely 

shaped other Inter-Group אח Texts as well, although the evidence is less clear with 

regard to these passages.  While these observations have brought to light hitherto 

unrecognized elements in the Hebrew Bible’s textual formation, they constitute only 

an initial step towards understanding the manifold ways in which differing 

conceptions of tribal “brotherhood” and Israelite identity affected the process of 

biblical composition.  Consequently, following a summary of my argument in the 

dissertation’s conclusion, I will pinpoint several directions for continued research 

that will expand the project’s scope and analytical depth.       
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CONCLUSION 

 

Through close analysis of certain biblical and extra-biblical texts, I have 

shown in the preceding study that the tradition of Israelite “brotherhood” has its 

roots in a particular political discourse that identified tribal groups of parity status 

as complimentary “others.”  More specifically, comparison of the biblical passages 

that I have labelled the Inter-Group אח Texts with references to the Yaminites, 

Sim’alites, Numḫa, and Yamutbal as “brothers” in the Mari archives reveals a shared 

scribal conception of this relationship as an associative alliance between politically 

independent peoples.  Obligations of reciprocal peaceful relations and mutually 

supportive behavior typified this affiliation.  Acknowledging the situated meaning of 

 within this discursive context has important implications for our understanding אח

of the Hebrew Bible’s textual formation and the evolution of Israelite identity. 

From the perspective of scribal practices, this study offers a new lens onto 

the methods that such figures used to appropriate received written traditions in the 

composition of texts that would become part of the Hebrew Bible.  Specifically, the 

evidence testifies to a process that involved the tactical selection of particular terms 

as editorial pivot points within a text, which the scribe recontextualized through 

literary additions that altered the word’s connotation.  As a result, the biblical 

tradents were able to reorient the readers understanding of the original text’s 

meaning to conform to contemporary ideologies.    

My examination of Judg 19-21 in Chapter 5 stands as a paradigmatic example 

of this scribal enterprise from among the biblical passages I have labeled the Inter-
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Group אח Texts.  In this case, I showed that Israel’s identification of Benjamin as “my 

brother” (אחי) in Judg 20:23 and 28 belongs to an embedded written tradition that 

represents these two named peoples as independent peer polities.  However, due to 

the polysemic character of אח, later scribes were able to reorient the meaning of this 

term within the original account by strategically redeploying the same noun with 

altered syntax in narrative additions to the beginning and conclusion of the received 

text.  Signs of a similar process of textual adoption and adaptation are visible in the 

passages surrounding other Inter-Group אח Texts as well, but the precise outlines of 

their textual development are less distinct.     

My analysis has also established that the scribes’ decision to use אח as such a 

fulcrum in the process of biblical composition was not arbitrary.  Rather, I have 

shown that concerted scribal interest in the meaning of אח results from the 

entrenched position of the symbol of “brotherhood” in traditions of Israel as a 

collaborative political association of “brother” tribes.  The semantic nature of אח 

accommodated the Judahite preservation of texts that recorded such notions of 

what it meant to be “Israelite.” Furthermore, it allowed for the term’s 

reinterpretation to support new ideologies of group identity that resulted from the 

pressures of imperial dominance and the rupture of exile.  These settings altered the 

orientation of Israelite identity away from the horizontal interaction of politically 

independent peer groups to vertical inclusion within a single unified people.  Put 

simply, the preceding study indicates that Israel’s literary ethnogenesis is a Judahite 

innovation, and belongs to the final stages of the Hebrew Bible’s compositional 

history.   
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Multiple avenues for continued research on this topic present themselves.  A 

logical first step is to expand the project’s depth.  This would include completion of 

full analyses of all the Inter-Group אח Texts, as well as a more robust treatment of the 

“brotherhood” shared by Israel and Edom.  Though the connection between 

representations of Israelite tribal “brotherhood” and compositional strata are less 

clear in these texts, I am confident that their detailed examination will yield 

additional signs of the scribal practices I identified within Judg 19-21.   

Additionally, my thesis raises important historical questions related to 

Israelite origins.  As a result, engagement with a growing body of material data on 

early Israelite settlement represents an exciting direction for future research.  

Indeed, I have noted at several points in the dissertation that the aggregate Israel 

described by the political discourse of “brotherhood” corresponds with the latest 

historical reconstructions of that group’s composite origins based on archaeological 

evidence.  

  Finally, there is potential to extend the study’s significance to fields beyond 

Biblical Studies and Assyriology.  An investigation on the influence of fraternal kin 

terms and genealogical conceptions of “Israeliteness” for the definition of early 

Jewish communal boundaries in Second Temple Period and Rabbinic literature 

would reveal the interpretive afterlife of the scribal processes I have described 

above.  Moreover, it would provide new comparative data on the shape and 

development of religious identities in antiquity. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

LINGUISTIC TESTS FOR THE POLYSEMIC CHARACTER OF אח  

 

Although few scholars would contend that the Hebrew term אח does not 

communicate different meanings based on the context of its use, the question 

remains whether the word’s various translations in the Hebrew Bible are a product 

of polysemy or metaphoric extension.  Whereas polysemy describes a term’s 

communication of separate, but related, meanings, metaphor occurs when “some of 

a term’s semantic properties are selected (abstracted) and applied to another 

domain to designate a new entity in virtue of the properties considered shared by 

the two referents.”658  Scheffler, one of the most prominent past researchers in 

kinship semantics, vociferously argued that whenever a kinship term is used to 

describe a non-kin relationship, it is a matter of metaphoric extension as opposed to 

polysemy.659  Nevertheless, Scheffler’s argument is based on an assumption of 

kinship terminology’s core genealogical connotation, a position that other scholars 

have criticized as an arbitrary contextual frame for semantic analysis.660  Moreover, 

it is important to emphasize that polysemes “typically originate from metaphoric 

                                                 
658 Robert, “Words and their Meaning,” 62. 
659 Scheffler, “Kinship Semantics,” 319. 
660 For instance, Keesing offers the following scathing critique of genealogical constriction: “What 
better way to make semantics look easy than to study kinship terms in their genealogical senses?  
Componential analyses, reduction rules, and many other solutions are possible; they are tidy, 
formally equivalent, and formally trivial.  By taking only the genealogical senses of kinship terms, we 
define a frame and, at the same time, acquire a logically handy metalanguage for mapping them onto 
their denotata.  To specify formally the spectrum of meaning of a kin term as it moves through different 
contextual frames is another matter.  We lose both the controlled constant frame and the 
metalanguage for mapping words onto the world.  Nor can we specify the range of possible 
contextual frames and how they are interpreted.” Keesing, “Simple Models of Complexity,” 19. 
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usage.”661  Accordingly, the identification of a metaphoric relationship between the 

various uses of אח does not constitute proof against the term’s polysemy.  Rather, it 

may indicate the very mechanism by which it has developed additional discrete 

senses, considering Ricoeur’s demonstration of metaphor’s function in the evolution 

of meaning.662   

Nevertheless, as I mentioned in the dissertation’s introduction, linguists have 

noted the difficulty of determining all of a word’s individual meanings, as any 

attempt is inevitably grounded in the metalanguage of the analysis, and therefore an 

interpretation.  Despite this challenge, researchers have proposed a number of 

diagnostic tests to determine the presence or absence of polysemy, which do not 

attempt to comprehensively isolate each of the term’s senses.  These tests constitute 

three categories: logical tests, linguistic tests, and definitional tests.663  Although 

each of them remains problematic in isolation, they yield a composite portrait of אח 

that strongly points to the Hebrew kin term’s identity as a polyseme.664 

Logical tests for polysemy rest on the assumption that “if an assertion 

involving a word can be both true and false of the same referent, then the word is 

polysemous.”665  By arguing that a proposition and its negation cannot be 

simultaneously true, this test endeavors to locate ambiguity in the use of a 

                                                 
661 Ravin and Leacock, “Polysemy,” 2. 
662 Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth: The Texas 
Christian University, 1976), 46-53. 
663 Ravin and Leacock, “Polysemy,” 3. 
664 For a discussion of the individual problems surrounding each of the diagnostic tests for polysemy, 
see: Ravin and Leacock, “Polysemy,” 3-5; Riemer, The Semantics of Polysemy, 135-157. 
665 Ravin and Leacock, “Polysemy,”3. 
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particular term.666  In addition, if a word may refer to the same object twice without 

redundancy, then semantic ambiguity is likely present.  For example: 

A) The concrete was hard (as in “firm to the touch”), but not hard (as in 
“difficult”). 

 

This sentence highlights an inherent ambiguity in the meaning of hard.  

Consequently, the test suggests, though it does not prove, the English adjective’s 

polysemic character.  

 The term אח yields highly suggestive results of its polysemy when subjected 

to the logical test.  The following sentences are artificial constructions composed in 

the target language.  Nevertheless, each line draws its inspiration from an actual 

biblical passage, highlighting their contextual connection to the Hebrew Bible. 

A) אחי הוא ולא אחי הוא 
“He is my ʼāḥ (as in ‘kinsman’), but not my ʼāḥ (as in ‘brother’).” 
 
 ויגד יעקב לרחל כי אחי אביה הוא וכי בן רבקה הוא ותרץ ולגד לאביה
 
And Jacob told Rachel that he was her father’s kinsman, and that he was the son 
of Rebekah, and she ran and told her father (Gen 29:12). 
 
B) אחיך האיש הזה ולא אחיך הוא 
“This man is your ʼāḥ (as in ‘political ally’), but not your ʼāḥ (as in ‘kinsman’).” 
 

ויצא חירם מצר לראות את הערים אשר נתן לו שלמה ולא ישרו בעיניו: ויאמר מה הערים האלה 

 אשר נתתה לי אחי ויקרא להם ארץ כבול עד היום הזה
 
And Hiram went out from Tyre to see the towns that Solomon had given to him, 
but they were not pleasing to him.  And he said, “What are these towns that you 
have given to me, my brother?”  And they are called the land of Cabul to this day 
(1 Kgs 9:12-13). 
 
C) אח איש הזה וגם אח הוא 
“This man is an ʼāḥ (as in ‘friend/fellow’), and also an ʼāḥ (as in ‘kinsman’).” 
 

מקץ שבע שנים תעשה שמטה: וזה דבר השמטה שמוט כל בעל משה ידו אשר ישה ברעהו ליגש את 

 רעהו ואת אחיו כי קרא שמטה ליהוה
 
At the end of seven years, you will enact a remission of debts.  And this is the 
manner of the remission: every creditor that lends to his fellow will not exact 

                                                 
666 Riemer, The Semantics of Polysemy, 135. 
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payment from his fellow (that is, his brother) for he will have proclaimed the 
remission of debts for Yahweh (Deut 15:1-2).667 
 

These examples illustrate several important points.  Most notably, the simultaneous 

proposition and negation of Sentences “A” and “B”, as well as the non-redundancy 

of Sentence “C”, strongly suggest that אח is a polyseme.   

Yet, a reversal of the translations associated with אח in Sentence “A” and “B” 

produces difficulties.  For instance, the statement “He is my ʼāḥ (as in ‘brother’), but 

not my ʼāḥ (as in ‘kinsman’)” initially appears nonsensical.  However, the translation 

may impose this difficulty on the target language.  Although “brother” constitutes a 

type of “kinsman” in English, it is significant that the Hebrew Bible retains no 

evidence that actors used אח to refer collectively to their immediate or extended 

family in the בית אב.  This silence shows that caution is necessary before imposing 

our own semantic expectations cross-culturally onto אח in the Hebrew Bible.   Still, it 

remains possible that a metonymic relationship lays behind use of אח for these two 

referents.  Additionally, interpretation of Sentence “B” becomes intuitively more 

difficult when the meanings “kinsman” and “political ally” are reversed, due to the 

expectation of a kinsman’s political sympathies.   Thus, it seems that a metaphoric 

assertion of kin-like support conditions the term’s use in Sentence “B”.  However, as 

stated above, metonymic or metaphoric connections between the various uses of אח 

do not constitute evidence against the lexeme’s polysemy. 

                                                 
667 This translation follows Perlitt’s suggestion that רע (rēʽa) and (ʼāḥ) refer to the same individual in 
this passage.  Perlitt, “Ein einzig Volk von Brüdern,” 54-56. 
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 In contrast to the logical test for polysemy, the linguistic test places a word’s 

multiple senses in a single usage through an anaphoric expression.668  If zeugma, or 

awkwardness, occurs due to the word’s ambiguity, then the term is considered 

polysemic.669  For example: 

A) Jimmy needs glasses (as in eye glasses), but he prefers not to drink out of 
them (as in drinking glasses). 
 

Sentence “A” feels intuitively incorrect, demonstrating the ambiguity surrounding 

the plural noun glasses, and thereby shedding light on its potential polysemy.  It is 

possible to create a similar level of zeugma concerning אח. 

B) הוליד אבי את אח לי וגם הוליד אב אמי אותו 
“My father begot an ʼāḥ for me, and so did my mother’s father.” 
 

In Sentence “B”, the object pronoun אותו (ʼôtô) constitutes an anaphoric expression 

that refers back to אח in the proceeding clause.  Yet, zeugma develops in the 

simultaneous reference to a father and maternal grandfather’s engendering of the 

same אח.  Consequently, according to the anaphora test, אח is likely polysemic. 

 Finally, Riemer defines the definitional test in the following manner:  

The (Aristotelian) definitional test identifies the number of senses of a word 
with the number of separate metalinguistic paraphrases needed to define it 
accurately.  A word has more than one meaning if there is no single definition 
which can cover all and only the meanings in question (as in the case of 
homonyms), and it has no more meanings than the number of maximally 
general definitions necessary to define its complete denotation.670 
 

While many have criticized the definitional test, due to the polysemic nature of any 

metalanguage, Riemer has persuasively argued that “a content-based (definitional) 

                                                 
668 Riemer, The Semantics of Polysemy, 139. 
669 Ravin and Leacock, “Polysemy,” 3; Riemer, The Semantics of Polysemy, 139-140. 
670 Riemer, The Semantics of Polysemy, 150. 
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principle of meaning resolution is the only one to offer a genuinely semantic means 

of delimiting senses.”671   

And, in fact, an overview of the multiple translations attributed to אח in a 

representative set of Biblical Hebrew lexicons dramatically highlight’s these 

scholars inability to consolidate the term’s referential uses into a single general 

gloss, yielding additional evidence of the term’s polysemic character.  Koehler and 

Baumgartner present a total of eleven glosses for אח in HAL, distinguishing six of 

these as the term’s primary meanings: 1) “brother,” 2) “half-brother,” 3) “blood-

relation,” 4) “companion,” 5) “(fellow) tribesman,” and 6) “fellow countryman.”672  

Alternatively, the DCH yields seven glosses for אח, which it divides into more precise 

derived senses: 1) “brother,” “brother tribe, nation,” 2) “nephew,” “cousin,” 

“kinsman,” 3) “fellow member of group,” 4) “fellow,” 5) “colleague,” and 6) 

“partner.”673    Finally, even the most conservative of these lexicons, the BDB, divides 

the meanings of אח into four separate glosses that are further separated according to 

context: 1) “brother,” 2) “relative,” 3) a figure of resemblance, and 4) a component of 

the idiom איש...אחיו (ʼîš…ʼāḥîw).674  While it is likely that none of these lexicons had a 

vested interest in presenting a single general gloss for אח, their consistent 

segmentation of the lexeme’s senses into multiple discrete units strongly indicates 

the presence of polysemy. 

                                                 
671 Ibid., 156. 
672 Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgatner, “אח,” HAL 1:29. 
673 John Elwolde, ed., “אח,” DCH 1:173-178. 
674 Brown, Driver, and Briggs, “26 ”,אח. 
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Although none of these tests can definitively demonstrate that אח is a 

polyseme, their combined testimony certainly points in that direction.  Yet, the 

existence of multiple senses is not sufficient for the presence of polysemy; these 

values must share a semantic link.  In his analysis of kinship terms, Hirschfeld 

demonstrates that it is impossible to separate a term’s meanings into core and 

derived senses.675  Rather, all of a term’s meanings must be examined collectively in 

order to determine the location of their semantic overlap.  Importantly, although 

the Hebrew Bible distinguishes between its use of אח to refer to both “brothers” and 

“kinsmen,” both meanings are linked to an assertion of kinship based on a cultural-

specific conception of shared substance.  Thus, an idea of biological similarity 

undergirds the use of אח for both of these referents.  When the sphere of analysis is 

expanded to include those cases in which אח identifies non-kin, such as colleagues, 

townsmen, political allies, strangers, figures of resemblance, and even in idiomatic 

usage, there is a discernible theme of similarity and parity in every case.  

Furthermore, an overview of non-kin based use of the Hebrew term’s Semitic 

cognates, particularly Akkadian aḫum, reveals the same consistent connotation of 

similarity and parity.  Consequently, the evidence strongly suggests that אח 

constitutes a polyseme, whose various meanings are united by a connotation of 

similarity and parity.  

                                                 
675 Hirschfeld, “Kinship and Cognition,” 224 
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APPENDIX B 

 

ARM XXVI 358 

 

Text ARM XXVI 358 contains a possible additional reference to the 

“brotherhood” of the Numḫa and the Sim’alites.  However, the letter’s context is not 

well known.  Therefore, researchers have proposed conflicting tribal identities for 

the text’s subjects: the ḫanû of Yankudum.676  According to this letter, these ḫanû had 

antagonized people in the territory of Apum by demanding payment for use of 

pastureland and constantly sending out surveillance against the village of Kasapa.677  

The text then breaks off, but it appears that the letter’s author, Yanuḫ-Samar, had 

addressed a message to these ḫanû.  When the text begins again, the ḫanû deliver 

their response. 
 

They have answered thus, saying “Are you an enemy of Zimri-Lim? (Therefore), 
let him remove the main body of troops from the midst of your land.  Then we 
might enter into the midst of our brothers, the Numḫa.”  This is what the ḫanû 
have responded.  Their words are not pleasing.  Now, if perchance when we 
dispatch a garrison to the land of the Numḫa, the ḫanû will send out surveillance 
and conduct ambushes against the garrison that we dispatch, thereby 
committing an offense.  Now, whether the ḫanû are to be removed from the land 
of Apum, whether this way or that, let my lord write to me.678 

 
In the text, the ḫanû clearly refer to the Numḫa as “our brothers” in line 6’, using the 

plural form of aḫum and the 1st common plural possessive pronominal suffix –ni: 

[a]ḫ-ḫi-ni.   

                                                 
676 Charpin, ARM XXVI/2, 135. “Yankudum” remains an unidentified toponym.  
677 ARM XXVI 358.7-9. 
678 2’) [šu-n]u [k]i-a-am i-pu-l[u um-ma-a-mi it-ti] 3’) Izi-im-ri-li-im n[a-a]k-ra-tu-nu 4’) ki-b[i-ta]m-ma iš-tu 
li-ib-bi ma-ti-ku-nu 5’) [li]-is-sú-uḫ 6’) a-na li-ib-[bi a]ḫ-ḫi-ni nu-ma-ḫi-imki i ni-ru-ub 7’) an-ni-tam lú-me[š] 
ḫa-nu-ú i-pu-lu a-wa-tu-šu-nu ú-ul ṭà-ba 8’) i-na-an-na as-sú-ur-ri i-nu-ma gi5-ir-ra-am 9’) a-na ma-a-at nu-
ma-ḫi-imki ni-ṭà-ar-ra-du 10’) lú-meš ḫa-nu-ú na-aṣ-ra-am ú-še-ṣe-ṣú-ma 11) šu-šu-ba-tim a-na gi5-ir-ri-im ša 
ni-ṭà-ar-ra-du 12’) i-na-ad-du-ma ú-gal°-la-lu 13’) i-na-an-na [lú-meš] ḫ[a-n]u-ú i-na ma-a-at a-pí-imki 14’) 
in-na-as-sà-ḫu-ú ki-i an-ni-tam la an-ni-tam 15’) be-lí li-iš-pu-ra-am (ARM XXVI 358.2’-15’). 
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As discussed in the dissertation's introduction, the term ḫanûm literally 

means “tent dweller.”679  However, the Sim’alites, and therefore the Mari kingdom, 

used the term in a restricted sense to refer exclusively to Sim’alites.  In this context, 

the term meant “our ḫanû,” and was used in preference to the Sim’alite name.680  The 

contextual differentiation of ḫanûm’s meaning creates ambiguity in ARM XXVI 358 

regarding the tribal identity of these ḫanû.  The letter’s author, Yanuḫ-Samar, most 

likely served as the vizier of the king of Šeḫna/Šubat-Enlil in the land of Apum.  He 

was not a Mariote official at a foreign court.681  Therefore, his use of the term ḫanûm 

may not correspond to the exclusive Sim’alite use of the term within the kingdom of 

Mari.  In fact, Charpin understands these ḫanû to be Numḫian in the text’s original 

publication.682  According to this interpretation, this passage from ARM XXVI 358 

would not constitute an Inter-Group Aḫum Text.   

Miglio’s argument that the Numḫa claimed traditional authority over the 

settlement of Šeḫna/Šubat-Enlil supports this interpretation.683  Miglio bases his 

argument on text ARM XXVIII 95, in which King Šubram of Susa writes to Zimri-Lim 

concerning a dispute over a village between himself and king Ili-Eštar of Šuna.  To 

determine political control of this settlement, the two sides undergo the river 

ordeal.  When entering the river, each side delivered an oath stating their claim to 

the site.  Interestingly, both sides frame the basis of their claim to the village 

                                                 
679 Durand, LAPO 17, 418. 
680 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 148-150. 
681 Charpin, ARM XXVI/2, 130. 
682 Ibid., 134-135. 
683 Miglio, ““Solidarity and Political Authority During the Reign of Zimrī-Līm,” 85. 
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tribally.684  The first group states: “This settlement is indeed my settlement, and was 

assigned to the portion of the Yabasû from of old; the Apumite did not give it as a 

gift.”685  In contrast, the second group swore: “that settlement truly belongs to 

Šubram, and was assigned to the portion of the Ḫana from of old.”686  Given that the 

Yabasû are a known Sim’alite gayum, the rival claim that linked the site to the Ḫana 

must mean that this term did not signify “Sim’alites” in this context.  

Miglio, therefore, argues that these ḫanû were Numḫians, in accordance with 

Charpin’s original interpretation.687  He supports this reading by noting that 

Atamrum, king of Andarig and the land of Yamutbal during the latter half of Zimri-

Lim’s reign, took the side of Ili-Eštar and the Yabasû in this conflict, and even made 

claims to the city of Šeḫna/Šubat-Enlil himself.688  Miglio interprets Atamrum’s 

actions as a further example of the perpetual antagonism between Kurda and 

Andarig, and the Numḫa and the Yamutbal.   

However, this text also makes it clear that Sim’alite Yabasû were present in 

the region, and even laying claim to specific territory.  Additionally, this group was 

not above terrorizing the local population, as shown by Ili-Eštar’s refusal to accept 

Šubram’s claim to the disputed village.689  Moreover, the Sim’alites maintained a 

strong pastoral presence in the land of Ida-Maraṣ, as Ibal-El, a Sim’alite mer‘ûm 

                                                 
684 Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 90. 
685 24) [ke-e-e]m li-iq-bu-ú  um-ma-a-mi uruki šu-ú lu-ú a-li 25) ù i[š-tu a]q-da-mi a-n[a] ḫa-la ia8-[b]a-si-imki 
lu-ú [n]a-di-in 26) lú a-pa-a-yu[k]i a-na qí-iš7-tim la-id-di-nu-šu an-ni-ta[m] li-iq-bu-ú  (ARM XXVIII 95.24-
26). 
686 29) uruki šu-ú lu-ú ša šu-ub-r[a-am] 30) [ù i]š-tu aq-d[a]-m[i] a-na ḫa-la ḫa-naki lu-ú na-di-[in] (ARM 
XXVIII 95.29-30). 
687 Miglio, “Solidarity and Political Authority,” 85. 
688 Ibid., 87. 
689 ARM XXVIII 95.35-36. 
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graphically describes in text A.2730.  The land of Apum directly borders Ida-Maraṣ to 

the east, and Durand has argued that there were numerous Sim’alite settlements in 

the region north of the Jazira beyond its territory.690   

In ARM XXVI 358:6’, the ḫanû state that if Zimri-Lim removes the Mariote 

troops from the village, they would move “into the midst of our brothers, the 

Numḫa” (a-na li-ib-[bi a]ḫ-ḫi-ni).  While this certainly could reflect Numḫian pastoral 

movement back into the heartland of their territory, Sim’alite Ḫana are known to 

have passed through the region south of Jebel Sinjar as well, particularly through 

the territory of Qaṭṭunan.691  In addition to this, ARM XXVII 116 bears witness to a 

large Numḫian population residing in this region, thereby confusing the territory’s 

tribal identification even further.692   

Finally, the simple fact that other texts represent the Numḫa using the term 

aḫum to describe a relationship between themselves and the Sim’alites provides tacit 

support for the identification of the ḫanû in ARM XXVI 358 with the latter tribal 

confederacy.  In fact, the Numḫa’s use of aḫum to diffuse a hostile situation in ARM 

XXVII 68 suggests that this was a mutually accepted terminology.  Accordingly, the 

Sim’alite Ḫana’s reciprocal identification of the Numḫa as “our brothers” is 

predictable.   

Nevertheless, while a Sim’alite identity for the ḫanû in ARM XXVI 358 

remains viable, the quantity of conflicting textual evidence makes any conclusive 

                                                 
690 Durand, “Peuplement et sociétés,” 146. 
691 Ibid., 151-153. See also ARM XXVII 133.24-42. 
692 ARM XXVII 116.15-25. 
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identification of their tribal identity impossible until new evidence arises.  As a 

result, I have excluded this letter from the Inter-Group Aḫum Texts. 
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