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A Note on Translation and Transliteration

In this book, ancient texts of Iron Age inscriptions from Hebrew, Aramaic,
Phoenician, and other Northwest Semitic languages will be represented primar-
ily following an academic style convention that produces the Hebrew characters
(cf. Billie Jean Collins, The SBL Handbook of Style: For Biblical Studies and
Related Disciplines, 2nd ed. [Atlanta, GA: SBL Press, 2014], §5.1). Occasionally,
a transliteration into Latin characters will be employed when such a system
proves to be more efficient in terms of a phonetic representation of those lan-
guages. Other languages, including Akkadian, Arabic, Ethiopic, Greek, Syriac,
and Ugaritic, will be transcribed into Latin characters with a few exceptions of
Greek and Syriac texts that will be rendered in their original scripts for the sake
of a text-critical analysis. Unless otherwise noted in the citations, all English
translations of ancient languages are my own.





Chapter 1

Introduction

In a talk delivered at the 1974 Annual Meeting of the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences, Clifford Geertz posed a question about the meaning of seeing
things “from the native’s point of view.”1 The question primarily concerns how
anthropological analysis is to be conducted and how its results are to be framed
between the informants’ definition of themselves as persons and the ethnogra-
pher’s description of them. In seeking to uncover the native’s sense of selfhood,
Geertz presented cases from Java, Bali, and Morocco, demonstrating the ways
in which their terminological systems and modes of operation differed not only
from the Western conception of the person as a bounded and integrated cogni-
tive universe but also from one case to the other.

Among the three, Geertz identified the Arabic linguistic form called nisba as
central to the Moroccan idea of the self. Derived from the root n-s-b, which
connotes ideas of relationship, connection, attribution, and belonging, he de-
fined the nisba as a native “symbolic means” by which persons are classified and
contextualized in various ways relative to the surrounding society. The associa-
tive relations apply not only to straightforward regional and familial categories,
such as the city Ṣefrū, from which the nisba word Ṣefrūwī (related to Ṣefrū)
derives, and the surname ʿAdlun, from which the nisba word ʿAdlūnī (related
to ʿAdlun) originates, but also to occupation, religious sect, and spiritual status.

Having observed the social contextualization of the person that the nisba
system creates, Geertz comments:

Moroccan society does not cope with its diversity by sealing it into castes, isolating it into
tribes, dividing it into ethnic groups, or covering it over with some common-denomina-
tor concept of nationality. … It copes with it by distinguishing, with elaborate precision,
the contexts – marriage, worship, and to an extent diet, law, and education – within
which men are separated by their dissimilitudes, and those – work, friendship, politics,
trade – where, however warily and however conditionally, they are connected by them.2

1 Clifford Geertz, “‘From the Native’s Point of View’: On the Nature of Anthropological
Understanding,” Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 28 (1974): 26–45.

2 Geertz, “‘From the Native’s Point of View,’” 41.



A. The Sociological Questions about Gentilics

What is nisba in Arabic tradition is more commonly known as gentilics in bib-
lical and ancient Near Eastern scholarship. As a linguistic convention defined
by the consonantal suffix -yod, the gentilic is a cross-morphological feature in
various ancient Near Eastern languages, found in both East and West Semitic
language groups from Akkadian to Ugaritic, as well as in Egyptian, which is
considered outside the formative Semitic language group. The grammatical sta-
tus of gentilics is commonly acknowledged in the lexicography of classical He-
brew, with a separate dictionary entry given to the gentilic category.3 The term
is also widely adopted in biblical scholarship, as exemplified in Carl Ehrlich’s
2016 essay “Biblical Gentilics and Israelite Ethnicity”4 and Edward Lipiński’s
2018 monograph Toponymes et gentilices bibliques face à l’histoire (Toponym
and Biblical Gentilics in Light of History).5 Despite the term’s longstanding
status, evidenced by its reference among philologists, lexicographers, and his-
torians in biblical and ancient Near Eastern scholarship, the scope of scholarly
inquiry regarding gentilics as a categorical idea has seldom gone beyond the
realm of philology. Moreover, its interpretive purview has been limited to the
framework of ethnicity without properly interrogating the category’s validity
and usefulness to investigate ancient mechanisms of identification and classifi-
cation.

By moving beyond the limited purview and overlooked dimensions of the
phenomenon as approached in previous scholarship, this study seeks to tran-
scend the normative categories of human groupings to unravel diverse forms
and meanings of identities marked with the grammatical category of gentilics in
biblical and Northwest Semitic literature. While the Hebrew and Aramaic usage
of the gentilic in the Bible defines my core object, Northwest Semitic inscrip-
tional evidence from the Late Bronze Age to the Achaemenid empire (ca. 1300–
330 BCE) further provides the closest relevant comparisons both in linguistic
terms and as reflections of the broader socio-political world in which ancient
Israel and Judah were situated. The project asks: What social assumptions are
conceived behind the usage of gentilics as a linguistic code for categorizing
diverse forms of social identities that preceded the ideas of race and ethnicity?
Rather than obfuscating ethnicity’s categorical boundary and translatability to

4 Chapter 1: Introduction

3 See, e. g., BDB (s. v. “ גִּזְרִי ”) where the word גזרי is given a separate entry with a category of
“adj.gent,” and HALOT (s. v. “ עֲמָלֵקִי ”) where the word עמלקי is given a description, “gntl. of

עמלק .”
4 Carl S. Ehrlich, “Biblical Gentilics and Israelite Ethnicity,” in The Books of Samuel: Sto-

ries – History – Reception History, ed. Walter Dietrich (Leuven: Peeters, 2016), 413–21. Ehrlich’s
study will be further discussed in Chapter Two.

5 Edward Lipiński, Toponymes et gentilices bibliques face à l’historie, OLA 267 (Leuven:
Peeters, 2018).



fit the complex relational modes of identities into its definition, I approach the
textual evidence on its own terms by defamiliarizing the very term gentilic,
which contributes to the source of its conventional understanding in ethnic
terms.

As per Geertz’s observation, just as the nisba system’s capacity to classify the
members of Moroccan society was rooted not in a particular type of identity but
in a relational property, so too the gentilic’s categorical mechanism transcends
the familiar logic of human grouping. It is important to point out that the
morphological construction of the gentilic is not the only way to designate
identity and membership in ancient Near Eastern languages. In Biblical He-
brew, for example, there are formulaic expressions that denote varying degrees
of affiliation and collective identification such as “sons of X,”6 “inhabitants of
X,”7 “house of X,”8 “men of X,”9 “people of X,”10 “tribes of X,”11 “an assembly
of X,”12 and “a congregation of X.”13 All these expressions of group identity,
however, are necessarily defined by a bounded affiliation at the syntactic level,
whether it denotes a familial relationship or a geographically defined residential
status. To the contrary, the grammatical formation of the gentilic does not as-
sume any bounded entity. As such, it is not confined to straightforward ethni-
cizing use but is employed in a range of domains, including territory, occupa-
tion, clan, polity, mode of life, and religion, often overlapping so as to attribute
relational properties to individuals and groups. While the primacy of the rela-
tional aspect is evidently assumed in the case of nisba as its name suggests, the
gentilic’s interpretative purview has been limited to the ethnic paradigm partly
because of the term itself. By virtue of its etymology, the word gentilic connotes
a sense of ethnic or religious foreignness, as suggested by the Latin-based stem
gentile, which primarily means “non-Jewish” or “heathen” (OED, s. v. “gentile”),

A. The Sociological Questions about Gentilics 5

6 E.g., ישראלבני , “the sons of Israel” (Exod 1:12 and others); חתבני , “the sons of Heth”
(Gen 23:3 and others); עמוןבני , “the sons of Ammon” (Num 21:24 and others).

7 E. g., ירושלםישבי , “the inhabitants of Jerusalem” (2 Kgs 23:2 and others); בבלישבי , “the
inhabitants of Babylon” (Jer 50:34; 51:12); דביריושבי , “the inhabitants of Debir” (Judg 1:11).

8 E. g., יהודהבית , “the house of Judah” (2 Sam 2:4 and others); דודבית , “the house of David”
(1 Sam 19:11 and others); יוסףבית , “the house of Joseph” (2 Sam 19:21 and others).

9 E. g., סדםאנשי , “the men of Sodom” (Gen 13:3; 19:4); שכםאנשי , “the men of Shechem”
(Judg 9:57); גבעוןאנשי , “the men of Gibeon” (Josh 10:6; Neh 3:7); ישראלמתי , “the men of
Israel” (Isa 41:14).

10 E. g., יהודהעם , “the people of Judah” (2 Sam 19:41 and others); כמושעם , “the people of
Chemosh” (Num 21:29; Jer 48:46); יהוהעם , “the people of YHWH” (Judg 5:11 and others).

11 E. g., ישראלשבטי , “the tribes of Israel” (2 Kgs 21:7 and others); בנימןשבטי , “the tribes of
Benjamin” (Judg 20:12; 1 Sam 9:21); יעקבבני־שבטי , “the tribes of the sons of Jacob”
(1 Kgs 18:31).

12 E. g., ישראלעדת , “the assembly of Israel” (Num 32:4 and others); ישראלבנידעת , “the
assembly of the sons of Israel” (Num 1:2 and others).

13 E. g., ישראלקהל , “the congregation of Israel” (Lev 16:17 and others); יהוהקהל , “the
congregation of YHWH” (Deut 23:2 and others); וירושלםיהודהקהל , “the congregation of
Judah and Jerusalem” (2 Chr 20:5).



as commonly found in the Vulgate Bible and other Latin sources from the
Patristic period.14 With the same range of meaning, other cognate English
words gained currency from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century: gentilish,
as “of gentilic nature, origin or character”; gentilism, as “paganism”; gentiledom,
as “the gentile world”; and gentilize, as “to live like heathen.”15 Yet the historical
provenance of both gentilic and gentile16 goes back further to the classical Latin
usage of gens, translated variously as “nation,” “tribe,” “clan,” “people,” or
“race.”17 Such translations seem to be more or less in line with how the gram-
matical term gentilic is perceived in scholarship.

However, the early Roman sociopolitical organization known as the gens was
a grouping of agnatically related individuals who shared the same Latin name,
called the nomen gentilicium. In this original context, the gens was not necessa-
rily limited to a kin-based ethnic group but operated in broad terms as a mili-
tary or religious group as well.18 As C. J. Smith points out, the variety of con-
textual translations for the gens itself demonstrates the difficulty of translating a
vernacular cultural construct from a specific time and location into a concept
that can be rendered a cross-cultural label.19 Smith argues that the gens, like

6 Chapter 1: Introduction

14 This Latin usage continued through the Middle Ages. While the primary meanings of the
Latin adjective gentilis are “of or belonging to one’s house or family” and “of or belong to one’s
tribe or race,” it still denotes the meanings of “gentile, not Jewish” and “heathen, pagan, not
Christian.” See R. E. Latham, ed., Dictionary of Medieval Latin from British Sources, fasc. 1:A–B
(Oxford: British Academy, 1975), 1066. In Medieval Latin, the latter definitions are also desig-
nated by the word ethnicus, which carries the meanings of “ethnic, heathen, pagan” and “a
gentile, non-Jew” (Lathan, Dictionary of Medieval Latin, 811). For a range of the semantic
distribution of the Latin lexeme gentilis from antiquity (“of or belonging to the same clan
[gens], stock, or race”) to the Patristic period (“foreign, heathen, pagan”), and to the Middle
Ages and beyond, see DLD, s. v. “gentilis.”

15 All English definitions are taken from the OED.
16 Etymologically, the English word gentile originated from the Latin gentīlis, comprised of

the nominal stem gens followed by the suffix -īlis, which transforms the nominal base into a
nominalized adjective. The English suffix -ic, often attributed to Greek and Latin loanwords,
functions as both an adjectival (e. g., heroic, Judaic, and gigantic) and nominal ending (e. g.,
music, logic, and ethic). As such, the term gentilic could be read either as a noun or an adjective
depending on its syntactic context just like the word catholic, which bears an adjectival mean-
ing, “pertaining to the Roman Catholic faith,” as well as a nominal meaning, “a member of the
Roman Catholic church.”

17 See, e. g., OLD, s. v. “gens,” where the first semantic entry of the word is defined as “a race,
nation, people.” Similarly, I. J. G. Scheller, Lexicon Totius Latinitatis: A Dictionary of the Latin
Language, originally compiled and illustrated with explanations in German, rev. and trans. into
English by J. E. Riddle (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1835), defines gens primarily as “a
clan” and secondarily as “a people, nation, race, including several clans.”

18 Gary D. Farney, “Gens,” in The Encyclopedia of Ancient History, ed. Roger S. Bagnall et al.
(Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 2884–86. See also A. Ernout and A. Meillet, Diction-
naire étymologique de la langue latine: Histoire des mots (Paris: Librairie C. Klincksieck,
1967), 271, for the historicized, evolving definition of the word gens.

19 C. J. Smith, The Roman Clan: The Gens from Ancient Ideology to Modern Anthropology
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 2.



other social institutions from early Rome, was a dynamic entity, its meaning
constantly redefined over time with different resonances in varying contexts.20
This fluid conceptual history of the term’s origin further cautions us against
boxing the gentilic’s capacity to accommodate a range of relational domains,
including territory, clan, occupation, polity, mode of life, legal status, and reli-
gion, into the collective term ethnic, which subsumes all potential social and
cultural phenomena under its heading. In other words, just as in ethnographic
interpretation, “seeing things from the native’s point of view” is likewise central
to the sociological interpretation of the gentilic, however orderless and incon-
sistent the underlying logic may seem in our eyes.

B. The Scope and Outline of This Study

In an attempt to diversify the variable ways in which identities are claimed,
unclaimed, and reclaimed in the ancient literary milieu, I develop an under-
studied nexus between current theories on social identity, linguistics, and the
literary-historical manifestation of identities in the ancient Near Eastern textual
materials with a focus on the Hebrew Bible and Northwest Semitic written
production. The proposed inquiry calls for a twofold analysis that traces a tra-
jectory for the historical roots of the term gentilic and the impact of its usage
and ideas about the interpretation of the received material, on the one hand,
and that examines what the textual materials from antiquity can – and can’t –
tell us about the spectrum and mechanism of identities observable through the
lens of gentilics, on the other.

This study consists of three major chapters, as well as a conclusion and an
appendix that compiles a comprehensive collection of gentilic data from the
Hebrew Bible and select Northwest Semitic texts. Chapter Two, “Gentilics and
Ethnicity in Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern Studies: A History of Ideas,” sets
out gentilics in the history of ideas with a focus on reviewing previous studies
on gentilics and identity in biblical and ancient Near Eastern scholarship that
have been framed implicitly and explicitly by paradigms of ethnicity and race
(prior to the 1960s). I track down the provenance of the concept of gentilics in
history and tradition to elucidate an entangled relationship between the con-
ventionalized notions of race and ethnicity and the resulting conceptual frame-
work to interpret gentilics. On a theoretical level, I locate and scrutinize the
intellectual trajectory and paradigm by which the dominant discourse on the
centrality of ethnicity has been shaped in recent decades, especially by probing
the legacy and limits of the Barthian model of ethnic groups and boundaries”

B. The Scope and Outline of This Study 7

20 Smith, Roman Clan, 13–15.



(1969).21 Toward that end, I engage with emerging critical voices in sociology
and anthropology that call into question the application of a methodological
ethnicity in any given setting. To elucidate the larger intellectual climate that
promoted racial and ethnic thinking in scholarship, I show how the term eth-
nicity has been introduced and diffused as a popular classification tool to or-
ganize populations since the 1960s and under what circumstance UNESCO
recommended replacing the then-popular term race altogether by ethnic group.

In Chapter Three, “The Grammar of Ancient Identification,” I reassess the
gentilic category from a linguistic perspective that highlights recent studies on
relational adjectives, which exhibit interlocking ontological semantics of rela-
tion, affiliation, and belonging. I argue that understanding the notion of gen-
tilics within the context of relational adjectives invites us to observe afresh the
native modes of social categorization of a person or group that the linguistic
form of gentilics produces. Drawing on select data from ancient Near Eastern
languages, including Arabic, Hebrew, Phoenician (and other Northwest Semitic
languages of Iron Age inscriptions), Aramaic, Akkadian, Ethiopic, Ugaritic, and
Egyptian, I demonstrate that the referential-semantic mechanism of relation-
ships and affiliations underlying the category of gentilics is as diverse as profes-
sions, family connections, religious memberships, regional affiliations, experts
in certain knowledge, and political memberships, among others, and that those
relational categories are often intersectional.

Chapter Four, “Identities in Flux: Manifestation in Practice,” situates the
gentilic evidence in its ancient contexts and examines it on its own terms to
unravel the tension between the modern theoretical framework informed by
racial and ethnic thinking in the history of the humanities and an ancient logic
of identification and classification as practiced by ancient scribes. Followed by a
synopsis of emerging patterns of and perspectives on the strategies of identifi-
cation across diverse textual genres wherein gentilic labels are attested, this
chapter features individual cases of being labeled Philistine, Hebrew, Canaanite,
Aramean, or Judean. By examining the pertinent texts in detail, these individual
studies will explicate socio-historical purviews assumed in the usage of those
identity labels, highlighting the shifting logic of the defining basis of the identity
labels in their respective literary-historical contexts.

The concluding chapter evaluates this study’s contributions and provides a
summary of arguments, as well as a proposal for future research directions.

8 Chapter 1: Introduction

21 Fredrik Barth, “Introduction,” in Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization
of Cultural Difference, ed. Fredrik Barth (Boston, MA: Little Brown & Company, 1969), 9–38.



Chapter 2

Gentilics and Ethnicity in Biblical and
Ancient Near Eastern Studies: A History of Ideas

A. Gentilics: What Has Been Discussed So Far?

As its alternative terms ethnonym and ethnicon imply, the gentilic’s underlying
semantic references have been interpreted in relation to the notion of ethnicity.
Previous scholarly treatment of gentilics, for example, often include race or
ethnicity (or its adjectival form ethnic) as a defining element of its linguistic
usage.1 The Hebrew Grammar of Gesenius-Kautzsch-Cowley explains the gen-
tilic as “proper names of individuals, countries, and cities, so also national
names, which are identical in form with the name of the founder of the race
(Israel, Edom, Moab).”2 In his grammar of Biblical Hebrew, Paul Joüon employs
the word ethnic as one of the characteristics denoted by the gentilic suffix:
“L’hébreu forme des adjectifs avec l’afformante -î, notamment des adjectifs or-
dinaux, ethniques, patronymiques” (Hebrew forms adjectives with the afforma-
tive -î, particularly for ordinal, ethnic, patronymic adjectives).3

1 While race and ethnicity are not precisely synonymous with each other in their origin and
meaning, it is worth noting that each term often serves as a defining element of the other. For
example, OED defines race as “an ethnic group, regarded as showing a common origin and
descent” (OED, 2008). Up until the second edition of OED (1989), the word ethnic was defined
in relation to race as “pertaining to race; peculiar to race or nation; ethnological. Further,
pertaining to or having common racial, cultural, religious, or linguistic characteristics, esp.
designation of a racial or other group within a larger system.” This definition for ethnic, how-
ever, is revised in the third edition of OED (2014) without an explicit link to race as “of a
population group: regarded as having a common descent, or a common national or cultural
tradition.” See also the discussion on the circular nature of definition for race and ethnicity in
Adrian Koopman, “Ethnonyms,” in The Oxford Handbook of Names and Naming, ed., Carole
Hough (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 252. The entangled relationship between
these two terms will be further interrogated below.

2 Wilhelm Gesenius, Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, ed. E. Kautzsch, trans. A. E. Cowley (Ox-
ford: Clarendon Press, 1910), § 125e. Its original German edition from 1896 has Stamm-vater
for the English word race.

3 Paul Joüon, Grammaire de l’hébreu biblique (Rome: Institut Biblique Pontifical, 1947),
210 (§88Mg). The word ethniqueswas changed to gentilices in the 1996 edition, and this change
is applied in the English edition translated and annotated by Takamitsu Muraoka.



Similarly, Johannes Friedrich and Wolfgang Röllig’s Phoenician-Punic gram-
mar categorizes the usage of the gentilic suffix -ī into three types, one of which
resorts to the notion of ethnic groups: (1) “allgemein Nomina der Zugehörigkeit
(sog. Nisbe)” (generic nouns of belonging [so-called Nisbe]), (2) “besonders
Ethnika” (especially ethnics) that include entities such as Sidonian, Tyrian, Ar-
vadite, and Ashkelonite, and (3) “Ordnungszahlen” (ordinal numbers).4 Since
grammatical works are usually not involved in a detailed discussion of the con-
cepts and categories used in such definitions, it is impossible to grasp what is
precisely meant by those terms. Nevertheless, it can at least be surmised that as
recurring key terms, race and ethnicity are perceived as the self-evident appa-
ratus for describing gentilics.

While knowledge of gentilics is well-grounded in the field of linguistics on a
language-by-language basis, studies of gentilics in biblical and ancient Near
Eastern scholarship have rarely been pursued beyond the grammatical realm,
which mainly highlights its morphological and semantic features. More re-
cently, since E. J. Revell’s 1996 study of gentilics and geography in the books of
Judges, Samuel and Kings,5 several studies by Frederick Mario Fales,6 Carl S.
Ehrlich,7 and Edward Lipiński8 have examined gentilics in broader historical
and geographical contexts. While all these studies offer a promising step for-
ward to broaden the scope of understanding gentilics, they exhibit once again
the commonly applied interpretive apparatus that frames gentilics with the lens
of ethnicity.9 I will begin by reviewing the studies in which the idiom of ethnic-
ity is explicitly employed and subsequently will discuss the ways in which the
ethnic paradigm permeates the scholarly discussion on ancient identity.

To begin with, in a series of essays on ethnicity in the Assyrian empire (2009,
2013, 2017) in Akkadian sources, Fales acknowledges that the gentilic affix rep-
resents a variety of group identities, including “a polity, city, tribe, or professio-

10 Chapter 2: Gentilics and Ethnicity in Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern Studies

4 Johannes Friedrich andWolfgang Röllig, Phönizisch-Punische Grammatik, 3. Auflage, neu
bearbeitet von Maria Giulia Amadasi Guzzo, AO 55 (Rome: Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1999),
 204.

5 E. J. Revell, “Gentilics and Geography,” in Studies in Hebrew and Jewish Languages: Pre-
sented to Shelomo Morag, ed. Moshe Bar-Asher (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1996), 113–23.

6 Fredrick Mario Fales, “Ethnicity in the Assyrian Empire: A View from the Nisbe, (I):
Foreigners and ‘Special’ Inner Communities,” in Literature as Politics, Politics as Literature:
Essays on the Ancient Near East in Honor of Peter Machinist, ed. D. S. Vanderhooft and A. Wi-
nitzer (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2013), 47–73; idem, “Ethnicity in the Assyrian Empire:
A View from the Nisbe, (II): ‘Assyrians,’” Isimu 12 (2009): 183–204; idem, “Ethnicity in the
Assyrian Empire: A View from the Nisbe, (III): ‘Arameans’ and Related Tribalists,” in At the
Dawn of History: Ancient Near Eastern Studies in Honour of J. N. Postgate, ed. Y. Heffron, A. N.
Stone, and M. Worthington (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2017), 133–77.

7 Ehrlich, “Biblical Gentilics,” 413–21.
8 Lipiński, Toponymes et gentilices bibliques.
9 Although Revell’s study explicitly employs the term ethnicity, his use of the term nation

implies a similar connotation (discussed below).
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