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Categorical subjects are interpreted as referen-
tial, and are understood to refer to kinds.

In contrast, singular reference to kinds in 
object position requires a definite noun-phrase: 

אלכסנדר בל המציא את הטלפון (15)
 ±alexander bell himßi ±et ha-†elefon
 Alexander Bell invented the-telephone
 ‘Alexander Bell invented the telephone’.
אלוהים ברא את האדם (16)
 ±elohim bara ±et ha-±adam
 God created the-man
 ‘God created man’.

Yet in addition to subject position, indefinite sin-
gular reference to kinds in Hebrew can come as 
the object of a preposition, e.g., -ל le- ‘to’ in (12) 
above. Moreover, Heller (2002) observes that 
nouns can also refer to kinds within the Hebrew 
construct state. When such a structure expresses 
part-whole relations, a bare annex (the non-
head element of the construct state) may refer to 
kinds. Thus, שן פיל šen pil ‘ivory’ (literally ‘tooth 
of an elephant’) is not limited to one tooth of 
one elephant. Similarly, טווס  noßot †avas נוצות 
‘feathers of a peacock’ or שועל  parvat פרוות 
šu≠al ‘furs of a fox’ are not limited to feathers or 
fur coming from only one animal, but rather of 
the peacock kind, or the fox kind, respectively. 
Some collocations favor plurals, while others 
prefer singular nouns for the kind-designating 
annex, as in חלב עיזים ≤alav ≠izim ‘milk of goats’ 
versus חלב פרה ≤alav para ‘milk of a cow’.
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Kinship Terms

The literature preserved in the Hebrew Bible 
provides a wealth of information about the 
lexicon of kinship in ancient Israel and early 
Judaism. The most explicit description of the 
various kinship units in ancient Israel is found 
in Josh. 7.16–18. The passage occurs as part 
of Joshua’s search for the member of Israel 
responsible for taking some of the sacred items 
to have been devoted to Yahweh following 
Israel’s defeat at the city of Ai. When Joshua 
calls up the different tribes for questioning 
about the incident, he proceeds to identify the 
guilty man, Achan, by calling out his שֵׁבֶט šè∫Æ† 
‘tribe’, then his מִשְׁפָּחָה mišp<å™<å ‘clan’, fol-
lowed by his בַּיִת bayìμ ‘house’, and finally all 
of the גְּבָרִים gë∫ <årìm ‘male individuals’ within 
his house. As a result, the story represents an 
important reflection of the hierarchy of kinship, 
as well as the relationship between the different 
kinship units, in ancient Israel.

Josh. 7.16–18 indicates that the basic kinship 
unit in Ancient Israel was the בַּיִת bayìμ ‘house’, 
or as it is known more commonly, by its fuller 
designation, בֵּית אָב bèμ ± <å∫ lit. ‘house of the 
father’, with the sense ‘father’s household’ (see 
especially the census lists and related material 
in Num. 1–4, as well as Josh. 22.14, etc.). The 
term referred to the extended family of a living 
male ancestor. Thus, the בֵּית אָב bèμ ± <å∫ ‘house 
of the father’ would have included all of the 
descendants of a particular living male head-of-
household, along with others in the collective 
domicile. This means that the בֵּית אָב bèμ ±<å∫ 
‘house of the father’ consisted of several smaller 
nuclear families belonging to the sons of the 
father, and possibly the father’s grandchildren 
as well, as well as non-affinal individuals, such 
as servants (see below). That the בֵּית אָב bèμ 
±<å∫ ‘house of the father’ encompassed three or 
four generations of a father’s male descendants 
can be inferred from several biblical texts. 
Most notably, the laws concerning incest in 
Lev. 18:7–16 have as their cultural referent the 
three or four generations that may be found 
in a particular בֵּית אָב bèμ ±<å∫ (McClenney-
Sadler 2007:31–49). The specific prohibitions, 
which are directed toward males, define incest 
within the bounds of one previous and two suc-
ceeding generations. Additionally, the so-called 
statement of transgenerational punishment in 
the Hebrew Bible, which promises that God 
will visit the iniquity of the fathers upon the 
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children to the third and fourth generation, also 
likely reflects the reality that the בֵּית אָב bèμ ±<å∫ 
‘house of the father’ could incorporate up to 
three or four generations (Exod. 20.5–6; 34.7; 
Num. 14.18; Deut. 5.9–10).

Recent archaeological work has given concrete 
expression to the term בֵּית אָב bèμ ±<å∫ ‘house of 
the father’ reflected in ancient Israelite society. 
A characteristic feature of domestic dwellings in 
Iron Age towns is the clustering of several houses 
sharing walls to form one large compound. Stager 
(1985:20–22) argued that the clustering of these 
homes around one original dwelling reflects the 
development of the בֵּית אָב bèμ ±<å∫ ‘house of the 
father’, comprised of several nuclear families all 
tracing their lineage back to one male ancestor. 
The fact that this unit occupied several houses is 
most likely reflected in the story about the Dan-
ite preserved in Judg. 17–18. When the men of 
Micah’s house learn that the Danites had taken 
the Levite and his cult objects, we read ים  וְהָאֲנָשִׁ֗
 זְעֲק֔וּ ה נִֽ ית מִיכָ֔ ר בַּבָּתִּים֙ אֲשֶׁר֙ עִם־בֵּ֣  wë-h<å-±≥n<åšìm אֲשֶׁ֤
±≥šÆr bab-b<åttìm ±≥šÆr ≠im-bèμ mìú<å niz≠≥qù ‘and 
the men who were in the houses near Micah’s 
house were mustered’ (Judg. 18.22) (see Gott-
wald 1979:316; Stager 1985:23). In fact, in light 
of recent research, one may wish to adopt the 
translation ‘family household’ for בֵּית אָב bèμ 
±<å∫, a term which “incorporates the basic kin-
ship orientation of a multigenerational family 
while allowing for the various functions of the 
household—residency, economic production, 
social activity, cultic practices, and so on” (Mey-
ers 1991:41).

A typical intact בֵּית אָב bèμ ±<å∫ ‘house of the 
father’ would have included the following con-
stituent members (depending on the individual 
relationships): אָב ±<å∫ ‘father’, בֵּן bèn ‘son’, אָח 
±<å™ ‘brother’, אֵם ±èm ‘mother’, בַּת baμ ‘daugh-
ter’, and אָחוֹת ±<å™òμ ‘sister’. For relations by 
marriage, some of whom may have been present 
in the בֵּית  / ’bèμ ±<å∫ ‘house of the father אָב 
‘father’s household’ (for example, daughters-
in-law, especially), see below. In the majority 
of cases in the Bible, the above kinship terms, 
which constitute part of the core component of 
the Hebrew lexis, are used to designate blood 
relationships within a given nuclear family. 

For instance, the term אָח ±<å™ ‘brother’ typi-
cally refers to males born of the same father, 
either via the same mother (e.g., Gen. 4.2; 
25.26) or via different mothers (e.g., Gen. 
37.16; 1 Kgs 1.10). In a number of contexts, 
however, the term אָח ±<å™ may designate any 

type of male kin, especially a nephew. For 
example, in Gen. 14.14, 16, the narrator refers 
to Lot as אָחִיו ± <å™ìw lit. ‘his brother’, with refer-
ence to Abram, even though Lot is the nephew 
of Abram; while in Gen. 29.15 Laban addresses 
Jacob as אָחִי ±<å™ì lit. ‘my brother’, even though 
the relationship is once more uncle-nephew. 
Other texts in the Bible indicate that the term, 
especially in the plural, could have an even 
wider sense, denoting the male kin within a 
given tribe (Num. 16.10; 18.2, 6), or even the 
Israelites as a whole, as in אֶל־ וַיֵּצֵ֣א  מֹשֶׁה֙  ל  וַיִּגְדַּ֤
י ה אִישׁ־עִבְרִ֖ י מַכֶּ֥ ישׁ מִצְרִ֔ ם וַיַּרְא֙ אִ֣ יו וַיַּ֖ רְא בְּסִבְלֹתָ֑  אֶחָ֔
יו way-yi מֵאֶחָֽ <gdal mòšÆ way-yèßè ±Æl-±Æ™<åw way-
yar bë-si∫lòμ<åm way-yar ±ìš mißrì makkÆ ±ìš-≠i∫rì 
mè-±Æ™<åw ‘and Moses grew up, and he went out 
to his brothers, and he saw their burdens, and 
he saw an Egyptian man beating a Hebrew man 
from among his brothers’ (Exod. 2.11). Finally, 
the term can be extended to non-relatives, as in 
Jacob’s address to the men at the well in Haran 
as אַחַי ±a™ay lit. ‘my brothers’ (Gen. 29.4).

In similar fashion, the term אָב ±<å∫ ‘father’ 
typically refers to one’s literal father (e.g., 
Gen. 19.31; 22.7), but in several places serves 
to designate a grandfather (e.g., Gen. 28.13; 
32.10—in both cases with reference to Abra-
ham vis-à-vis Jacob), a great-grandfather (e.g., 
1 Kgs 15:11, with reference to David vis-à-vis 
Asa), or simply a distant male ancestor, espe-
cially with reference to David as the establisher 
of a royal line (e.g., 2 Kgs 22.2). In the plural 
form, אָבוֹת ±<å∫òμ ‘fathers’, the term may refer 
to one’s male ancestors collectively, whether 
in royal context (e.g., 1 Kgs 22.51) or in non-
royal context (e.g., 1 Kgs 21.3–4).

Remaining within the nuclear family, note 
that Hebrew has special terms for ‘firstborn’ 
(one for each gender): בְּכוֹר bëúòr ‘firstborn 
son’ (Gen. 22.21; 38.6–7; Exod. 6.14; 1 Sam. 
8.2; 17.13; 2 Sam. 3.2; etc.) and בְּכִירָה bëúìr<å 
‘firstborn daughter’ (Gen. 19.31–37 [4x]; 29.26; 
1 Sam. 14.49). In addition, a special term exists 
for the ‘second son’ within a grouping of broth-
ers, namely, מִשְׁנֶה mišnÆ ‘second (one)’ (1 Sam. 
8.2; 17.13; 2 Sam. 3.3; 1 Chron. 5.12; in all but 
the last of these verses the specific form is ּמִשְׁנֵהו 
mišnèhù ‘his second [one]’, the possessive suffix 
 ,hù ‘his’ referring back to the firstborn son- -הו
mentioned immediately prior), suggesting that 
the second-born son bears this rank vis-à-vis his 
older brother (Gordon 1935:229–230).

The term דּוֹד dò≈ ‘uncle’ is used to refer 
to a father’s brother, or paternal uncle (e.g., 
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1 Sam. 14.50; 2 Kgs 24.17); whereas the femi-
nine form דּוֹדָה dò≈ <å ‘aunt’ designates either a 
paternal uncle’s wife (Lev. 18.14; 20.20) or the 
sister of one’s father (Exod. 6.20, to be read 
in conjunction with Num. 26.59). Note the 
connection between these terms and the word 
 dò≈ ‘beloved (m)’, used widely in Song of דּוֹד
Songs (1.13, 13, 16; etc.), especially in the form 
 dò≈ì ‘my beloved [m]’ in the mouth of the דּוֹדִי
female lover (see also Isa. 5.1, with דּוֹדִי dò≈ì 
‘my beloved [m]’ serving as a metaphor for 
Israel, God’s beloved). This lexical nexus sug-
gests that the ‘uncle’ served as the beloved male 
relative, which is also true of other traditional 
societies (albeit usually the maternal uncle in 
traditional Arab culture).

Hebrew also possesses a set of kinship terms 
to denote individuals related by marriage. The 
word for ‘husband’ is בַּעַל ba≠al, whose lit-
eral meaning is ‘lord, owner, master’ (see, for 
example, Gen. 20.3; Exod. 21.3; 2 Sam. 11.26; 
Prov. 21.3; Est. 1.17; etc.). At the same time, 
however, the basic word ׁאִיש ±ìš ‘man’ may also 
serve for ‘husband’ (as in Gen. 16.3; 29.32; 2 
Sam. 11.26; Ruth 1.3; etc.). Note the presence 
of both terms in ֣ת אוּרִיָּה ה כִּי־מֵ֖ שֶׁת אֽוּרִיָּ֔  וַתִּשְׁמַע֙ אֵ֣
הּ עַל־בַּעְלָֽ ד  וַתִּסְפֹּ֖ הּ   wat-tišma≠ ±èšÆμ ±ùriyy<å אִישָׁ֑
kì-mèμ ±ùriyy<å ±ìš<åh wat-tispò≈ ≠al-ba≠l<åh ‘and 
the wife of Uriah [i.e., Bathsheba] heard that 
Uriah her husband (ּה  ìš<åh) was dead; and± אִישָׁ֑
she mourned for her husband (ּה  ’(ba≠l<åh בַּעְלָֽ
(2 Sam. 11.26).

There is no specialized term for ‘wife’; 
instead, the basic word אִשָּׁה ±išš<å ‘woman’ 
(construct: אֵשֶׁת ±èšÆμ) serves this function, as 
illustrated once more by 2 Sam. 11.26 cited 
above (see also Gen. 4.1; 4.17; 16.3 [2x]; etc.). 
On the other hand, note the specialized legal 
term בְּעֻלַת בַּעַל bë≠ùlaμ ba≠al ‘one (f) married to 
a husband’ (Gen. 20.3; Deut. 22.22).

The term חָתָן ™<åμ<ån ‘bride-groom’ (e.g., 
Isa. 61.10; 62.5; Jer. 7.34; 16.9) by extension 
means ‘son-in-law’ (e.g., Gen. 19.14 [those 
who are married to Lot’s daughters]; Judg. 
15.6 [Samson to the Timnite]; 1 Sam. 18.18 
[David to Saul]). The term חֹתֵן ™òμèn, derived 
from the same root, is used for ‘father-in-law’, 
more specifically, ‘wife’s father’ (e.g., Exod. 
3.1; 18.1; Judg. 19.4, 7, 9). Though the word 
apparently can also have the looser meaning of 
‘male relative of one’s wife’, including ‘brother-
in-law’, i.e., ‘wife’s brother’ (cf. Judg. 4.11, 
where Hobab is called מֹשֶׁה  òμèn mòšÆ™ חֹתֵן 

‘™òμèn of Moses’, which should be read with 
Num. 10.29, where said character is the son 
of Reuel and thus his relationship to Moses is 
that of ‘brother-in-law’). The feminine form 
 òμÆnÆμ ‘mother-in-law’, specifically™ חוֹתֶנֶת
‘wife’s mother’, occurs once (Deut. 27.23, in 
the form ֹתַנְתּו .(’òμantò ‘his mother-in-law™ חֹֽ

Biblical Hebrew uses a different word, namely 
 åm ‘father-in-law’ to denote the second>™ חָם
‘father-in-law’ relationship, that is, ‘husband’s 
father’ (evident from such passages as Gen. 
38.13, 25 [Judah to Tamar]; 1 Sam. 4.19, 
21 [Eli to Phineas’ wife]. The feminine form 
of the word חָמוֹת ™<åmòμ is used to describe 
‘husband’s mother’, that is, a wife’s mother-
in-law. This word occurs ten times in the book 
of Ruth to denote Naomi vis-à-vis Ruth and 
Orpah (see also Mic. 7.6). The word כַּלָּה kall<å 
‘bride’ (e.g., Isa. 61.10; 62.5; Jer. 7.34; 16.9; 
Mic. 7.6) by extension means ‘daughter-in-law’ 
(e.g., Gen. 11.31 [Sarai to Terah]; Gen. 38.11, 
16, 24 [Tamar to Judah]; Ruth 1.22, etc. [Ruth 
to Naomi]). 

The vocable יָבָם y<å∫ <åm means ‘husband’s 
brother’, i.e., ‘levir’ (Deut. 25.5, 7; see also 
the denominative verb in Gen. 38.8), though 
it is not clear if the term refers to any brother 
of one’s husband, or specifically the one who 
bears the responsibility of performing levirate 
marriage (Deut. 25.5–10). The corresponding 
feminine form is יְבָמָה yë∫ <åm<å ‘sister-in-law’, 
used in two different contexts, both that specifi-
cally of the woman awaiting levirate marriage 
(Deut. 25.7 [2x], 9] and that of the ‘sister-in-
law’ more generally, as in the relationship of 
Ruth and Orpah, two women married to broth-
ers (Ruth 1.15 [2x]).

The Bible also attests to the term בֵּית אֵם bèμ 
±èm lit. ‘house of the mother’, though more 
appropriately ‘mother’s household’ (Meyers 
1991), the exact connotation of which remains 
elusive. On the one hand, this term may indi-
cate the presence of households in ancient Israel 
with female heads (consider, for example, the 
case of the Shunamite woman in 2 Kgs 4.8–37; 
8.1–8; or the poetic portrayal of the ideal 
woman in Prov. 31.10–31) (see Meyers 1991). 
On the other hand, closer inspection reveals 
that בֵּית אֵם bèμ ±èm ‘house of the mother’ may 
bear a specialized connotation with reference 
to young women who are in a position to (re-)
marry (Gen. 24.28; Ruth 1.8; Song 3.4; 8.2). 
Note the contrast with בֵּית אָב bèμ ± <å∫ ‘house of 
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the father’, not in the general sense described 
above, but with specific reference to young 
women living with their father who are not in a 
position to marry (Gen 38.11; Judg. 19.2).

Other terms attested in Biblical Hebrew are 
 nÆúÆ≈, both of which mean נֶכֶד nìn and נִין
‘progeny’ (Gen. 21.23; Isa. 14.22; Job 18.19), 
without more specific designation. They may be 
simply poetic designations connoting more or 
less the same as זֶרַע zÆra≠ lit. ‘seed’ > ‘offspring’ 
(Gen. 12.17; 13.15, etc.).

Because the אָב  bèμ ±<å∫ ‘house of the בֵּית 
father’ could include domestic servants (see 
above), we include here a discussion of the rel-
evant terms—especially in light of the informa-
tion provided by an ancient Hebrew epigraph. 
The Siloam tomb inscription, informs us that 
the aristocratic Shevnayahu, the major domo 
of Hezekiah’s palace (Isa. 22.15), was buried in 
the tomb along with, quite surprisingly, ועצמת 
אתה  w-≠ßmt ±mth ±th ‘and the bones of אמתה 
his slave-wife with him’ (Avigad 1953). The 
relevant term אָמָה ±<åm<å appears in the Bible as 
‘female-servant’, who in fact could be married 
to the head of the household, as in the case of 
Hagar to Abraham (Gen. 20.10 [2x], 12, 13, 
in conjunction with Gen. 16.3); see also Ruth’s 
use of the term to describe her status vis-à-vis 
Boaz, as part of what is essentially a marriage 
proposal (Ruth 3.9 [2x]). 

Hebrew possesses a second term for ‘female-
servant’, namely, שִׁפְחָה šiƒ™<å ‘handmaid’, also 
used of Hagar (Gen. 16.1–8 [6x]). Note, how-
ever, the different relationships, with Hagar as 
-šiƒ™<å vis-à שִׁפְחָה åm<å to Abraham, but>± אָמָה
vis Sarah. The former presumably connotes a 
higher rank within the household (see above, 
regarding non-affinals as part of the אָב  בֵּית 
bèμ ±<å∫ ‘house of the father, father’s household, 
family household’), a point which may be borne 
out by other passages, such as ים אֱלֹהִ֜ א   וַיִּרְפָּ֨
דוּ׃ יו וַיֵּלֵֽ לֶךְ וְאֶת־אִשְׁתּ֛וֹ וְאַמְהֹתָ֖  way-yirp<å אֶת־אֲבִימֶ֧
±(lòhìm ±Æμ-±≥∫ìmÆlÆú wë-±Æμ-±ištò wë-±amhòμ<åw 
way-yèlè≈ù ‘and Abraham healed Abimelech, 
and his wife, and his female-servants, and 
they bore’ (Gen. 20.17); and Exod. 20.10 || 
Deut. 5.14, where the אָמָה ±<åm <å is mentioned 
amongst those in the household who are pro-
scribed from working on the Sabbath. On the 
other hand, we note that the second term שִׁפְחָה 
šiƒ™<å ‘handmaid’ derives from the same root, 
 ,š-p-™ (never attested as a verb, though) שׁפ"ח
as the kinship term מִשְׁפָּחָה mišp<å™<å ‘clan’ (see 

below), which suggests a close relationship as 
well. A comparative ranking of the two posi-
tions is forthcoming from the book of Ruth, 
whose title character first describes herself as 
a lowly שִׁפְחָה šiƒ™<å ‘handmaid’ (Ruth 2.13), 
and then later (see above) as the more elevated 
± אָמָה <åm<å ‘female servant’ (Ruth 3.9 [2x]) (for 
a thorough survey of the data, though with a 
different conclusion, namely, that the terms are 
synonymous, with no ranking and no distinc-
tion, see Cohen 1982; 2003).

The male counterpart to these two terms is 
encompassed by a single word, i.e., עֶבֶד ≠e∫ed 
‘male-servant’, a vocable which conveys a wide 
range of meanings, beyond that of simply a 
member of the household (both downward, 
that is, ‘slave’, as in the Israelites as slaves in 
Egypt; and upward, that is, ‘court official’, 
as in David’s court officials; etc.). Within the 
domestic setting, there are two types of ‘male-
servant’, the one purchased with silver (מִקְנַת־
סֶף֙  .miqnaμ-kÆsÆƒ ‘purchase of silver’ [Gen כֶּ֙
 qinyan kaspò ‘purchase of his קִנְיַ֣ ן כַּסְפּ֔וֹ ;[17.12
silver’ [Lev. 22.11]), and the one born in the 
household (יִת בָּ֔ יד   yëlì≈ b<åyiμ ‘one [m] born יְלִ֣
in the house’ [Gen. 17.12]; ֹבֵּית֔ו יד   ≈w-ìlì וִילִ֣
bèμò ‘and one [m] born in his house’ [Lev. 
22.11]). One would presume that the home-
born servant might have a higher standing 
than the one obtained through purchase, but 
the passages just cited suggest otherwise: both 
types of male servants are to be circumcised by 
Abraham (Gen. 17.12–13); and both types of 
servants may eat of the consecrated food with 
the family members of the priest (Lev. 22.11), 
in contrast to the outsider, sojourner, or hired 
hand (v. 10). These passages go a long way 
in aiding our understanding of the עֶבֶד ≠e∫ed 
‘male-servant’ as a member of the אָב  בֵּית 
bèμ ± <å∫ ‘family household’ in ancient Israelite 
society. 

Lastly, we note the word ׁפִּילֶגֶש pìlÆ<gÆš ‘con-
cubine’ (Gen. 22.24; 25.6; 35.22; Judg. 8.31; 
19.1; 2 Sam. 3.7; etc.), which refers to a sec-
ondary wife (for lack of a better term), appar-
ently one whose sons could not or would not 
inherit from the paterfamilias. The word itself 
is very un-Hebraic, sharing affinities with Greek 
παλλακίς and Latin paelex (  Cultural Words: 
Biblical Hebrew) (Rabin 1975; Levin 1983).

We return now to the more general kinship 
terms mentioned at the start of this entry. Just 
above the אָב  ’bèμ ±<å∫ ‘house of the father בֵּית 
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(in its general sense) in the hierarchy of kinship 
units was the מִשְׁפָּחָה mišp<å™<å. Most transla-
tions of the Bible render the term as ‘family’, 
though the word ‘clan’ is probably a more 
suitable equivalent for what the term connoted 
in ancient Israel. The biblical texts indicate 
that the מִשְׁפָּחָה mišp<å™<å ‘clan’ included a 
group larger than the אָב  bèμ ±<å∫ ‘house בֵּית 
of the father’, but smaller than the שֵׁבֶט šè∫Æ† 
‘tribe’; see, for example, the aforecited passages 
in Num. 1–4, with census data and related 
information. In some texts, however, the term 
 mišp<å™<å ‘clan’ bears a more flexible מִשְׁפָּחָה
connotation, even overlapping with שֵׁבֶט šè∫Æ† 
‘tribe’; see, e.g., חַת ה מִמִּשְׁפַּ֥ ד מִצָּרְעָ֛ ישׁ אֶחָ֧  וַיְהִי֩ אִ֨
י וּשְׁמ֣וֹ מָנ֑וֹחַ ≠wa-yhì ±ìš ±Æ™<å≈ miß-ßår הַדָּנִ֖ <å mim-
mišpa™aμ had-d <ånì u-šmò m<ånòa™ ‘and there 
was a man from Íor≠a, from the clan of the 
Danites, and his name was Manoa™’.

The term אֶלֶף ±ÆlÆƒ lit. ‘thousand’ appears 
as a (nearly or wholly) synonymous term for 
 mišp<å™<å ‘clan’; hence, it too probably מִשְׁפָּחָה
means ‘clan’ in passages such as Judg. 6.15; 1 
Sam. 10.19; 23.23; Mic. 5.1. It is possible that 
the use of the word אֶלֶף ±ÆlÆƒ for ‘clan’ is more 
archaic than the standard term מִשְׁפָּחָה mišp<å™<å 
‘clan’, and that the latter term replaced the for-
mer during the period of the monarchy (note 
that the passages in Judges and Samuel refer to 
the era before the monarchy; while the prophet 
Micah, from rural Judah, may retain the term 
as a quaint archaism). The use of the related 
word אַלּוּף ±allùƒ ‘chieftain, clan leader’ in the 
archaic poem in Exod. 15 (albeit with reference 
to the Edomites; cf. Gen. 36) may support this 
assertion.

Recent studies have argued that מִשְׁפָּחָה 
mišp<å™<å ‘clan’ refers not only to a kinship 
group that traced its lineage through patrilateral 
descent, but also to groups that shared mutual 
geographical territory (Vanderhooft 2009:
489–490). The detailed information conveyed 
in Josh. 13–19, for example, connects מִשְׁפָּחָה 
mišp<å™<å ‘clan’ with territorial allotment. Such 
a definition of the term is also consistent with 
the evidence preserved in the 8th-century cache 
of ostraca discovered at Samaria, the capital 
of the northern kingdom of Israel. The ostraca 
record payments sent to the crown by a num-
ber of towns and groups near the capital. In 
several cases, the names of the regions recorded 
in the ostraca correspond to names mentioned 
in the Bible as people or places or a מִשְׁפָּחָה 

mišp<å™<å ‘clan’ of the tribe of Manasseh (e.g., 
 šmyd≠ ‘Shemida’, a ‘clan’ of Manasseh שמידע
[Num. 26.32; Josh. 17.2] and נעה n≠h ‘Noah’ 
and חגלה ™glh ‘Hoglah’, two of the daughters 
of Zelophehad of the tribe of Manasseh [Num. 
26.33]). As such, the Samaria ostraca may 
provide testimony to the fact that this particu-
lar kinship term included a spatial dimension 
(Aharoni 1979:367; Stager 1985:24).

The broadest kinship unit in Biblical Hebrew, 
and hence of ancient Israelite society, is the שֵׁבֶט 
šè∫Æ† ‘tribe’; note that the word also means 
‘staff’ (e.g., Exod. 21.20; Prov. 10.13), sug-
gesting a derivation such as ‘group of people 
under the leadership of the one who wields the 
staff’. The word מַטֶּה ma††Æ ‘tribe’ seems to be 
a wholly synonymous equivalent (e.g., Exod. 
31.2; Lev. 24.11); and it too means ‘staff’ (e.g., 
Gen. 38.18; Exod. 4.2). The biblical texts indi-
cate that the tribe was the primary kinship unit 
and generally held a territorial importance in 
ancient Israel (Num. 32.33; Josh. 13.7; Judg. 
21.24). At the same time, the specific meaning 
of the term שֵׁבֶט šè∫Æ† ‘tribe’ appears to have 
been somewhat flexible, for while most often 
it is used to designate ‘tribe’, in a few instances 
the word overlaps with מִשְׁפָּחָה mišp<å™<å ‘clan’ 
and hence should be understood as ‘clan’. 
See, for example, ת מִשְׁפְּחֹ֣ בֶט  אֶת־שֵׁ֖ יתוּ   אַל־תַּכְרִ֕
ם י מִתּ֖וֹךְ הַלְוִיִּֽ  al-taúrìμù ±Æμ-šè∫Æ† mišpë™òμ± הַקְּהָתִ֑
haq-qëh<åμì mit-tòú ha-lwiyyìm ‘let not the tribe 
of the clans of the Kohathites be cut off from 
amongst the Levites’ (Num. 4.18), with the 
Kohath sub-division of the Levites designated 
as a שֵׁבֶט šè∫Æ†. This flexibility of the term שֵׁבֶט 
šè∫Æ† in the Bible may indicate that its precise 
meaning evolved over the course of time from 
a general sub-group of individuals within a 
particular people (in this case, the Israelites) to 
the specific meaning of ‘tribe’, the largest such 
sub-division (for a counter-voice concerning the 
word ‘tribe’ and other matters raised herein, see 
Mojola 1998).

The Biblical Hebrew term most commonly 
used for all of Israel is בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל bënè yi«r<å±èl, 
lit. ‘sons of Israel’, hence ‘children of Israel’ or 
‘Israelites’ (534x). This core term bespeaks a 
pattern of tribal organization, as can be seen 
by comparisons with both ancient Near Eastern 
(e.g., the Banu-Yamina attested at Mari; the 
Bible’s consistent use of בְּנֵי עַמּוֹן bënè ≠ammòn 
‘children of Ammon’ to refer to the Ammonites; 
etc.) and later Arabian (e.g., Banu-Quraysh, 
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Banu-Qurayza) parallels. Less frequent are עַם 
am yi«r≠ יִשְׂרָאֵל <å±èl ‘people of Israel’ (4x) and 
a combination of the two above terms, בְּנֵי  עַם 
am bënè yi«r≠ יִשְׂרָאֵל <å±èl, lit. ‘the people of the 
sons of Israel’ > ‘the people of the children 
of Israel’ (Exod. 1.9 only). With the definite 
article, the form הָעָם h<å-≠ <åm ‘the people’ fre-
quently refers to the entity of Israel as a col-
lective group (e.g., Exod. 1.20; 3.12). Prayers 
and similar texts in the Bible sometimes use the 
expressions עַמְּךָ יִשְׂרָאֵל ≠ammëú<å yi«r<å±èl ‘your 
people Israel’ (e.g., 1 Kgs 8.30, 36, 41, 43) and 
יִשְׂרָאֵל ammò yi«r≠ עַמּוֹ  <å±èl ‘his people Israel’ 
(e.g., 1 Kgs 8.56, 59; Ps. 135.12). 

The basic kinship quality of the word עָם ≠ <åm 
may be seen from (a) Semitic cognates: Arabic 
≠am ‘paternal uncle’; Jibbali ≠om, Mehri ±òm, 
£arsusi ±òm ‘grandfather, ancestor’ (in the lat-
ter two languages /≠/ > /±/; perhaps also Soqotri 
mó≠o ‘ancestor’, with metathesis); Argobba 
amme ‘paternal uncle’; Gurage (Sel†i-Wolane) 
umi ‘maternal uncle, male ancestor’ (Leslau 
1979:3.42; Gutt 1997:570, 1012); and (b) 
the repeated death notice אֶל־עַמָּיו -way וַיֵּאָסֶף 
yè±<åsÆƒ ±Æl-≠amm <åw ‘and he was gathered to his 
kin’ (Gen. 25.8, 17; 35.29; 49.33; Deut. 32.50), 
with the relevant word serving not as a collec-
tive, but rather as a true plural form connoting 
‘ancestors’.

The word גּוֹי gòy, usually translated ‘nation’, 
seems to connote more of a political, national 
entity (Speiser 1960), especially as it is fre-
quently applied to foreign polities (e.g., Exod. 
9.24; Jer. 5.15; Joel 1.6; Zeph. 2.5) or the 
nations of the world generally (e.g., Gen. 10.5, 
20, 31; Isa. 2.4 || Mic. 4.3). Though it also can 
be applied to Israel in certain instances, such 
as ׁקָד֑וֹש  .gòy q<å≈òš ‘a holy nation’ (Exod> ג֣וֹי 
19.6), and in poetic parallelism, such as ה֣וֹי ׀ גּ֣וֹי 
בֶד עָוֹ֔ן ם כֶּ֣ א עַ֚ ≠ ≈hòy gòy ™ò†è ≠am kÆ∫Æ חֹטֵ֗ <åwòn 
‘ah, sinful nation, people laden with iniquity’ 
(Isa. 1.4).

We now shift our attention from kinship 
terms in Biblical Hebrew to a survey of rele-
vant lexemes attested in later periods. Rabbinic 
Hebrew adds a new term to this semantic field: 
 gìs ‘brother-in-law’, specifically ‘wife’s≤± אֲגִיס
brother’ (Mishna Sanhedrin 4.3, as vocalized 
in MS Kaufmann A50; see also Sifre Devarim 
 gìs (Tosefta Sanhedrin 5.3), most גיס / (270
likely a borrowing from Aramaic. As such, the 
term serves to replace the aforementioned BH 
usage of חֹתֵן ™òμèn with this function, assuming 

that we have interpreted the data forthcoming 
from Num. 10.29 and Judg. 4.11 correctly. 
The feminine form גיסה gìsa ‘sister-in-law’ is 
attested (apparently) for the first time in a 
responsum of R. Shelomo ben Aderet (Rashba) 
(d. 1310).

Rabbinic Hebrew, already in Tannaitic 
texts, uses the Aramaic forms for ‘father’ and 
‘mother’, אַבָּא ±abba (e.g., Mishna Nedarim 
5.6) and אִימָּא ±imma (e.g., Mishna Neda-
rim 2.1), respectively (for the former, see also 
Mark 14.36). The term הורים horim ‘parents’, 
based on the BH verb הר"י h-r-y ‘conceive’ (see 
already הוֹרָה hòr <å, lit. ‘the one (f) who con-
ceives’, as a parallel word to אֵם ±èm ‘mother’ 
in Hos. 2.7; Song 3.4), begins to appear in later 
rabbinic texts.

Four new kinship terms entered Hebrew dur-
ing this period, namely: סבא sa∫a ‘grandfather’ 
and סבתא sa∫ta ‘grandmother’ (note that in 
common usage, the pronunciation of סבא sa∫a 
‘grandfather’ shifts to סבא saba, due to analogy 
with אבא ±aba ‘father’), also borrowed from 
Aramaic; and the pair חוֹרֵג ™oreg ‘step-son’ and 
 oreget ‘step-daughter’. In the medieval™ חורגת
period, the old generic word for ‘progeny’ נכד 
neúed (see above) came to specify ‘grandson’, 
alongside which its feminine counterpart, נכדה 
neúda ‘granddaughter’, was created.

Most of the vocables for individual family 
members mentioned herein remain as standard 
usages in Modern Hebrew. The prime excep-
tions are יבם yavam ‘brother-in-law’ and יבמה 
yevama ‘sister-in-law’, which are not typically 
encountered, especially with levirate marriage 
no longer widely practiced. In their stead, the 
words גיס gis and גיסה gisa now fill these roles, 
regardless of the specific kind of ‘brother-in-
law’ and ‘sister-in-law’ relationships.

The picture concerning the terms for ‘father-
in-law’ and ‘mother-in-law’ is a bit more com-
plicated. The distinction between חותן ≤oten 
‘father-in-law’ and חותנת ≤otenet ‘mother-in-
law’ (referring to the wife’s parents), on the 
one hand, and חם ≤am ‘father-in-law’ and 
 amot ‘mother-in-law’ (referring to the≥ חמות
husband’s parents), on the other hand, is not 
always observed in Modern Hebrew. The latter 
pair is commonly used for ‘father-in-law’ and 
‘mother-in-law’ regardless of which side (in 
addition, note that חמות ≤amot sometimes is 
replaced by חמה ≤ama in colloquial Hebrew)—
though curiously חותנת ≤otenet ‘mother-in-law’ 
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retains a specific function as a pejorative term, 
for example, in mother-in-law jokes.

Modern Hebrew coined new terms for other 
family relations. The other Biblical Hebrew 
word for ‘progeny’ mentioned above, namely, 
 nin received the specific connotation of נין
‘great-grandson’, on the basis of which its femi-
nine counterpart, נינה nina ‘great-granddaugh-
ter’, was created. For ‘great-grandfather’ and 
‘great-grandmother’ the phrases סבא רבא sava 
(colloquial: saba) raba and רבה  savta סבתא 
raba were coined, with the second element 
derived from the word רב rav ‘great’.

In 1943 the Hebrew Language Committee 
(  Academy of the Hebrew Language) pro-
posed new words for ‘nephew’ / ‘niece’ and 
‘cousin’: נכדן nexdan ‘nephew’ and נכדנית nex-
danit ‘niece’ (based on the word נכד nexed 
‘progeny, grandson’); and דודן dodan ‘cousin’ 
(m) and דודנית dodanit ‘cousin’ (f) (based on the 
word דוד dod ‘uncle’ / דודה doda ‘aunt’). None 
of these terms gained wide acceptance in the 
Hebrew-speaking community, however. Instead, 
the following words serve these functions. 

The relations ‘nephew’ and ‘niece’ are 
expressed in two different ways: (a) אחין ±a≤yan 
‘nephew’ and אחינית ±a≤yanit ‘niece’ (based 
on the word אח ±a≤ ‘brother’), especially in 
the plural form אחינים ±a≤yanim ‘nephews’ to 
express one’s ‘nieces and nephews as a group’; 
and (b) the frequent combinations אח  ben בן 
±a≤ ‘son of brother’, בן אחות ben ±a≤ot ‘son of 
sister’, אח  ,’bat ±a≤ ‘daughter of brother בת 
 bat ±a≤ot ‘daughter of sister’, each of בת אחות
which defines the ‘nephew’ / ‘niece’ relation-
ship more specifically. In general usage, this 
distinction does not occur, however, in the 
combinations for ‘cousin’, with בן דוד ben dod 
‘son of uncle’ and דודה -bat doda ‘daugh בת 
ter of aunt’ serving for ‘cousin’ regardless of 
the specific relationship, though naturally the 
gender distinction is observable, with the for-
mer as ‘male cousin’ and the latter as ‘female 
cousin’. Some Mizrahi Jews, however, may use 
terms such as דודה  ,’ben doda ‘son of aunt בן 
as a more specific designation of the relation-
ship, presumably because Arabic retains eight 
individual terms for ‘cousin’, depending on the 
precise kinship link. 

Of the two aforementioned BH options for 
‘husband’, בעל ba≠al remains the standard term 
in Modern Hebrew. In the wake of the women’s 
movement, however, some speakers resist using 

the term (recall, from above, its literal meaning 
‘lord, owner, master’) and prefer instead to use 
 iš ‘man’ > ‘husband’, on the analogy of± איש
 iša ‘woman’ > ‘wife’. Also in use today± אשה
are the terms בן-זוג ben-zug ‘spouse’ (m), בת-זוג 
bat-zug ‘spouse’ (f), both of which hark back 
to earlier rabbinic and medieval usage, though 
with the more general connotation of ‘mate’ (in 
the sense of ‘matching item’).
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Kuntillet ≠Ajrud

Kuntillet ≠Ajrud (£orvat Teiman) is an archeo-
logical site in the northern Sinai where sev-
eral texts apparently demonstrating linguistic 
and orthographic features consonant with the 
northern Israelite dialect of Hebrew have been 
discovered.

In three seasons of excavations at Kuntillet 
≠Ajrud (1975–1976), a team led by Zeev Meshel 
unearthed several 9th–8th-century-B.C.E. texts 
written on a variety of materials (Meshel 1978; 
1992; 1993). Unfortunately, the texts have yet 
to be published systematically in the form of 
an editio princeps, meaning that high-quality 
photos and definitive readings are not readily 
available (but cf. A™ituv et al. forthcoming). 
As a result, transcriptions and descriptions of 
the texts have usually been obtained from the 
reports of those who have worked with 
the inscribed objects themselves or have seen 
the objects on display at the Israel Museum. 
Nonetheless, several epigraphic handbooks 
have collected and organized the transcriptions, 
from which one may begin study of the lan-
guage represented therein (Davies 1991:78–82; 
Renz and Röllig 1995:1.47–64; Dobbs-Allsopp 
et al. 2005:277–298; A™ituv 2008:313–329 
[cf. A™ituv 1992:152–162]).

Although many of the inscriptions comprise 
only one or two letters (e.g., י ,± א y, or קר qr, 
most likely indicating the contents of the ves-
sel), a personal name (e.g., עירא ≠yr± [Dobbs-
Allsopp et al. 2005, KAjr 2]), or a title (e.g., 
 l-šr≠r ‘[Belonging] to the governor of the לשרער
city’ [KAjr 5–8]), several offer important data 
for reconstructing the language spoken by those 
passing through this outpost or caravan way-
point. Among these important linguistic indica-
tors are the following: (1) In an indeterminate 
number of inscriptions written on plaster in 
black and red ink, a few lexical and ortho-
graphic items mark the language and scribal 
system specifically as Hebrew, over against 




