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xv

Introduction

Bill T. Arnold And BrenT A. STrAwn

Perhaps second only to “What do you do (for a living)?,” the question “Where 
are you from?” must be the most frequent inquiry when people meet for the 
first time. When two people are becoming acquainted, the request to learn 
someone’s hometown or homeland reflects the belief that such knowledge is 
not only interesting information—a conversation starter, for instance—but 
also somehow fundamental. The point of origin is reckoned to be determina-
tive, illustrative, even explanatory for who a person is now, in this particular 
moment of social exchange. Most of us assume as much, even if, and quite 
apart from the fact that, the person in question may be from a very different 
place presently or at least be a quite different person than the one they were 
whenever they hailed from wherever they hailed from originally.

This question of origin—where one is from—can be asked not only of 
people, of course, but of other subjects, including texts and, in the case of 
the book before you, even the Bible itself, or, still more specifically for present 
purposes, the Old Testament. In no small way the thirteen essays gathered 
here tell the story of where the Old Testament is from. They do that, however, 
in an oblique way. The essays deal with the world surrounding the Old Testa-
ment, whence comes the volume’s name: The World around the Old Testament 
(WAOT). Included here, then, are essays on the main regions and cultural 
groups that lived around ancient Israel, which gave us the Old Testament. Such 
books have been produced before, with volumes like Peoples of  Old Testament 
Times and Peoples of  the Old Testament World serving in their day as classic 
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xvi  Introduction

textbooks.1 Like those books, the present volume has essays on regions and 
groups from parts north, south, east, and west of ancient Israel/Palestine. If 
anything, we hope that WAOT is even more helpful in including some topics 
that have not always been included in works of this kind—specifically Arabia 
and Greece. The contributors and editors have done their best to make WAOT 
as up-to-date as possible and at the same time user-friendly so as to maximize 
its utility whether in a classroom or a reading room.

Two further brief points of introduction are in order—one concerns the 
structure of what is found in WAOT, and the other concerns what will not 
be found here.

1. As indicated already by its title, WAOT is not primarily about ancient 
Israel/Palestine or the Old Testament proper, so the essays are not overly 
oriented toward possible contacts with either. This caveat duly entered, each 
essay pays particular attention to that period (or those periods) that are most 
important for or pertinent to biblical studies. Within each essay, the reader 
may expect to find information on four important foci: (1) a general over-
view of the history and culture of the region or people group in view in that 
chapter; (2) special attention to ancient Near Eastern history from the Late 
Bronze Age to the end of the Persian Period (ca. 1550–332 BCE) as the time 
frame most apposite to Israelite literature and history; (3) a discussion of 
important items beyond political history proper, including religion, the arts, 
literature, and the like; and (4) remarks about the relevance of the region or 
people group for ancient Israel and/or the Old Testament. To be sure, these 
four foci are not always laid out by number in precisely this order, but we 
have been at pains to make sure that each focus is addressed in a way suitable 
to the topic of each essay included in WAOT. In this way, each chapter is a 
study of its primary subject matter—first and foremost in its own right—but 
is also not naïve about the importance of these areas and groups for the study 
of the Old Testament proper.

2. What the reader will not find in WAOT is a separate chapter on Canaan 
and the Canaanites. Although it is possible to make a case that such an essay 
should be included here, we believe that WAOT can proceed without it if 
only because—quite apart from the deeply vexed question of the Canaanite 
origins of ancient Israel—the land of Canaan is where the Israelites lived 
and so, technically, is not around the Old Testament but the place where 
Israel was from, though the essays gathered here show how it is not only 

1. D. J. Wiseman, ed., Peoples of  Old Testament Times (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1973); Alfred J. Hoerth, Gerald L. Mattingly, and Edwin M. Yamauchi, eds., Peoples of  the Old 
Testament World (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994).
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xvii

from Canaan; it is also, if not equally, from other parts—those parts around 
the Old Testament.

This brings us full circle to where we started. “Where are you from?” is 
the question we often ask of new acquaintances. “Well, I’m originally from 
such-and-such,” they reply, “but I now live in such-and-such.” Where a person 
begins, initially, originally—where they are from—may be important, but it is 
rarely the last word. So also with the Old Testament. It is “from” somewhere—
or rather, “somewheres” (plural)—the places and regions that surround(ed) it 
and that are discussed in WAOT, but it is equally true that the Old Testament 
now lives most of its days elsewhere and so it may “be” a different thing than 
it once was. Indeed, it does not seem to be stretching things too far to say 
that the history of biblical interpretation is in many ways the story of the Old 
Testament (and the New) moving to different places—many of which are far 
removed from the ancient Near East and the ancient Mediterranean. As the 
Bible traveled these miles and millennia, it has come to mean and come to be 
many different things. This is a crucial point and quite true, but it is equally 
true that points of origin remain seminal. Our standard, go-to question with 
new acquaintances reveals that origins are not only important, they are also, 
sometimes at least, definitive, determinative, or otherwise explanatory. And 
so, despite the many different places where the Old Testament now resides, 
and despite what it has come to be and to mean as a result, we still think that 
where it originally hailed from is of vital importance, not only for back then, 
initially or formerly, but also for here and now. In the end, then, we hope the 
essays in this volume shed significant light on where the Old Testament is 
“from” and also (and as a result) what it “is,” even for today.

 Introduction
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1

1
The Amorites

dAniel e. Fleming

According to the Bible, Israel’s origins had to be explained at two different 
levels: as a people established in their own land by Moses and Joshua, and 
as a family reaching back to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. In both cases, the 
Bible presents Israel as outsiders. Their forebears were not among the original 
inhabitants of the southern Levant, where they would later be established as 
ancient Israel. Abraham and company had to move south from Haran and 
before that from Babylonian Ur. Israel as a mass entered the land from the 
desert after living in Egypt for generations.

A tradition fixed on the notion of Israel’s foreignness to their own land 
naturally raises questions of who was replaced and how. The land as a whole 
would come to be called Canaan (e.g., Gen. 12:5), but the various stories of 
origin make reference to the prior inhabitants by various names. Israel is not 
portrayed as displacing a single entity, whether as a kingdom or as a people 
with one identity. Rather, the landscape consisted of many freestanding do-
mains, often associated with town centers, as in the list of defeated kings in 
Joshua 12. For the biblical writers, these local political identities were embed-
ded in larger group identities that were not in themselves political. Yahweh’s 
promise to Moses of a land flowing with milk and honey is defined by a 
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list of such populations: Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites, 
and Jebusites (Exod. 3:8). Even the Philistines, whom Israel encounters as a 
perennial enemy in the time of Saul and David, are regarded as another such 
population, ruled by five lords from separate town centers (1 Sam. 6:17).

These prior populations of Israel’s land represent a fascinating collection 
of disparate names, some completely unknown outside the Bible and others 
familiar but with ancient associations that leave them seeming out of place in 
the Bible. For example, the Hittites are known first of all from their late second-
millennium kingdom based in Anatolia, and even their early first-millennium 
namesakes are found in the northern reaches of Syria once controlled by the 
older kingdom.1 Canaan and the Canaanites at least belong to the lands that 
the Bible defines as Israelite, though the terminology comes likewise from 
the late second millennium.2 Among the names from lists such as the one in 
Exodus 3, the Amorites more resemble the Hittites—familiar yet out of place. 
Like the Canaanites and the Hittites, the Amorites belong first of all to the 
Bronze Age of the third and second millennia BCE, and their presence in the 
Bible represents some kind of survival from a much older identity. Also like 
the Hittites, the Amorites belonged first of all to lands far north of Israel in 
Syria and beyond, so that the presence of the name so far south is surprising 
and intriguing.

The significance of the Amorites for readers of the Bible, however, goes 
beyond their inclusion among the peoples supplanted by Israel. Historians 
of the larger Near East have grappled for generations with this category 
from early Mesopotamian cuneiform, where the rulers of the last Sumerian 
kingdom, which was based at Ur, somehow identified them as a key enemy.3 

1. For recent discussion of the second-millennium Hittite kingdom, see Trevor Bryce, The 
Kingdom of  the Hittites (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); and for the first-millennium 
Syrian realms that continued this cultural stream, see Bryce, The World of  the Neo-Hittite 
Kingdoms: A Political and Military History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).

2. The extended treatment by Niels Peter Lemche proposes a controversial interpretation that 
limits application of the term in a way that is not broadly accepted, yet it nevertheless provides 
a basic idea of the sources (The Canaanites and Their Land: The Tradition of  the Canaanites 
[Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Academic, 1991]).

3. The essential study was long that of Giorgio Buccellati, The Amorites of  the Ur III Period 
(Naples: Istituto Orientale di Napoli, 1966). This is now dated, as interpretation of ancient social 
and political structures has evolved. Now the essential recent discussions are found in Anne 
Porter, “You Say Potato, I Say . . : Typology, Chronology and the Origin of the Amorites,” in 
Sociétés humaines et changement climatique à la fin du troisième millénaire: Une crise a-t-elle 
eu lieu en Haute-Mésopotamie?, ed. C. Marro and C. Kuzucuoglu (Paris: de Boccard, 2007), 
69–115; Porter, “Tax and Tribulation, or Who Were the Amorrites?,” in Mobile Pastoralism and 
the Formation of  Near Eastern Civilizations: Weaving Together Society (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012), 251–325; and Piotr Michalowski, “The Amorites in Ur III Times,” in 
The Correspondence of  the Kings of  Ur: An Epistolary History of  an Ancient Mesopotamian 
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In downstream Mesopotamia, now southeastern Iraq, this Sumerian fear of 
Amorite attack was followed by the actual defeat of Ur (ca. 2000 BCE) and 
the realignment of regional power in less centralized terms. Most local rulers 
in the succeeding period bore names from a Semitic type not familiar to the 
region’s own Akkadian language, and these names suggested continuity with 
western Semitic dialects. If the Amorites were “western” from a Sumerian 
perspective, the non-Akkadian names could be considered “Amorite” and 
regarded as evidence of a major social shift, reflecting a new Amorite age. 
Archives from the early second millennium could be treated as evidence for 
this Amorite world, whether in Babylon’s domain in south-central Iraq or in 
the rich royal correspondence from Mari, upstream.4

Meanwhile, the transformations of the social landscape across Syria and 
Mesopotamia coincided roughly with changes in the Levant, including the 
southern regions later occupied by Israel and Judah. As biblical scholars sought 
a background for Genesis and historians weighed the possible usefulness of bib-
lical lore for understanding Israelite origins, the Amorites of the north offered 
a potential framework. If large-scale migrations of Amorites led to a complete 
recasting of power in Syria and Mesopotamia, the same populations and pattern 
could account for the rise of new cities and societies in the Middle Bronze Age 
Levant. Abraham’s journey from Ur to Haran to “the land of Canaan” (Gen. 
11:31) could be understood as a narrative reflection of this historical reality. 
This application of a northern and Mesopotamian phenomenon to the Levant 
would also explain how the Amorite name came to be included in the biblical 
lists of prior peoples. The whole package placed the Amorites on the map of 
essential peoples of interest for the world around the Bible.5

Today, almost every component of the above reconstruction has been chal-
lenged or reinterpreted. The fall of Ur and the establishment of new powers 

Kingdom (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2011), 82–121. Porter is an archaeologist, and Micha-
lowski is a Sumerologist specializing in texts, though each undertakes a historical reconstruction 
that takes account of broader evidence.

4. One expression of this application of Amorite identity to Mesopotamia after the fall of 
Ur is found in the treatment of early second-millennium history by Dominique Charpin, a key 
player in the past generation of publication of and research based on the Mari archives: “His-
toire politique du Proche-Orient amorrite (2002–1595),” in Mesopotamien: Die altbabylonische 
Zeit, ed. Pascal Attinger, Walther Sallaberger, and Markus Wäfler (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 2004).

5. One influential expression of this historical reconstruction is found in John Bright, A 
History of  Israel, 3rd ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1983), 48–56. On the specific question 
of Amorites in the southern Levant, Bright concludes a review of evidence that might indicate 
new populations in the early second millennium: “That these newcomers were ‘Amorites,’ 
of the same Northwest-Semitic stock as those whom we met in Mesopotamia, seems highly 
probable. Their names, so far as these are known, point unanimously in that direction” (p. 55).

 The Amorites
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in the next period indeed represented a shift toward regions upstream, but the 
peoples called Amorites were no western intruders and had long contributed 
to the Near Eastern landscape of peoples, east and west. Both Mesopota-
mian and Levantine social shifts involved many factors, with local changes 
as important as factors of distance and little evidence for migratory waves 
of true outsiders in either region. The biblical texts and traditions involving 
Amorites are often dated much later than once imagined, sometimes after 
the demise of Judah in 586 BCE, so that the biblical name stands at an even 
greater distance from the Mesopotamian groups.6

In spite of all these obstacles, there is still an argument to be made for the 
relevance of Mesopotamia’s Amorites for the emergence of Israel in lands 
far to the south. Mesopotamia’s Amorites were mobile pastoralists, not best 
understood as nomads but as communities identified by their reliance on herds 
of sheep and goats that were pastured over great distances. These herding 
populations were deeply integrated with settled people as part of a single 
social fabric that was maintained especially with bonds defined by kinship 
rather than by place. Whether or not any of the particular groups linked to 
Mesopotamia and Syria in the early second millennium were involved with 
changes in the Levant, the Bible’s portrait of Israel’s tribal organization and 
mobile herding background suggests continuity with the same social patterns. 
In order to understand the deeper origins of Israel, so far as they involve more 
than just the reordering of settled populations in the southern Levant, as 
well as the origins of the Arameans in Syria, we do well to look behind both 
groups to this older phenomenon. Between the term “Amorite” (Sumerian 
mar-tu), which goes back to the third millennium, and the peoples of Israel 
and Aram stand the ʿapiru, another type that reflects the same broader pat-
tern of mobile and settled populations integrated into whole social fabrics. 
It seems that the biblical Amorites must derive their name ultimately from 
the ancient northern category, and however this label was carried across time 
and space, it is likely that it was borne by people who shared this pattern of 
mobile herding community joined to permanent settlement.7

6. For a recent history that reflects the current state of affairs and takes into account European, 
Israeli, and American scholarship, see Lester L. Grabbe, Ancient Israel: What Do We Know and 
How Do We Know It? (London: T&T Clark, 2007). The first broad historical challenge was 
issued by Thomas L. Thompson, The Historicity of  the Patriarchal Narratives: The Quest for 
the Historical Abraham (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1974). There remains enormous room for debate, 
but the foundations for discussion have shifted massively since the mid-twentieth century.

7. I undertook two extended efforts to reconsider how early second-millennium settings 
could have produced echoes that still resound in elements of the biblical account of Israelite 
origins: “Mari and the Possibilities of Biblical Memory,” RA 92 (1998): 41–78; and “Genesis in 
History and Tradition: The Syrian Background of Israel’s Ancestors,” in The Future of  Biblical 

 The World around the Old Testament 

_ArnoldStrawn_WorldAroundOT_TW_wo.indd   32 8/23/16   12:40 PM

Bill T. Arnold and Brent A. Strawn eds, The World around the Old Testament
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2019. Used by permission.



5

1. Who Were the Amorites?

Who were the Amorites? There is no single answer to this question. At the 
same time, the diversity of possible answers shows that the category cannot 
be constrained to a single historical moment—that is, the disruption of Su-
merian dominance in southeastern Mesopotamia under the rulers of Ur, and 
the concurrent social changes in regions far to the west that accompanied the 
transition between the Early and Middle Bronze Ages. The Amorites appear 
to have been a class of people defined by mode of life, not by regional origin, 
and any application of the term to geography, politics, or language would 
have been secondary to this social usage. In particular, they were shepherds, 
or communities identified with the herding of flocks over distance.

The Amorites of Third-Millennium Mesopotamia

The starting point for understanding the Amorites in Mesopotamia has 
been their identification in texts from the Third Dynasty of Ur during the 
last century and more of the third millennium.8 For the rulers of Ur, the 
last bastion of Sumerian power and cultural dominance, the Amorites were 
outsiders twice over: their name was associated with highlands apart from 
the Mesopotamian valleys, and they could be denigrated as primitives.9 The 
western orientation of some Amorite references was often taken as universal, 
so that the term’s primary meaning could be considered as the direction, as 
“west.” At least this is how the evidence looked in early analysis. Moreover, 
Ur fought people whom it identified as Amorite during the later stages of 
its hegemony, and an “Amorite wall” was built to stave off attacks from the 
north. When the succeeding period saw the emergence of new centers at Isin 
and Larsa in the old Sumerian territory but under leaders with non-Akkadian 
Semitic names and novel, perhaps tribal, backgrounds, an Amorite conquest 
was the logical explanation.

With the accumulation of further evidence and ongoing reevaluation, how-
ever, the picture of the Amorites has shifted and remains open to discussion. 
One Amorite land may be found south of the Euphrates in central Syria, 

Archaeology: Reassessing Methodologies and Assumptions, ed. James Hoffmeier and Alan 
Millard (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 193–232. In The Legacy of  Israel in Judah’s Bible: 
History, Politics, and the Reinscribing of  Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012), I reevaluate the relationship of the Bible to the history of Israel in more sweeping terms.

8. See Buccellati, Amorites, and Michalowski, “Amorites,” above.
9. The term “Amorite” is written with cuneiform signs that are generally read mar-tu, and 

readers will often encounter the name “Martu” or “Mardu” in discussions of Amorites in Su-
merian texts. Michalowski (“Amorites,” 105–7) now concludes that there was no such Sumerian 
word, and these signs were in fact simply read amurrum or “Amorite.”

 The Amorites
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possibly including the Jebel Bishri.10 Yet the principal Amorite enemies of 
Shu-Sin, the second to last king of Ur, were the Tidnum, who came from the 
country east of the Tigris. Further, the repeated references to livestock from 
an “Amorite land” in the records from Puzrish-Dagan (Drehem) have likewise 
been linked to origins at least partly on the Iranian flank of Mesopotamia. 
For all the likelihood that the “royal correspondence of Ur” does not represent 
actual letters involving its kings, these literary works also envision an eastern 
highland home for the Amorites.11 Even if some Amorites could be connected 
with the Jebel Bishri and the west, substantial elements had nothing to do 
with this geographical limitation, and the pattern suggests a different primary 
meaning for the category. The notion of Amorites as outsiders to Ur and 
their characterization as uncivilized seem to reflect particular conditions from 
that realm, during which some circles clung to a narrowly defined Sumerian 
cultural heritage, with the alternative depicted in starkly unattractive terms. 
Sumerian identity was idealized by celebrating the city-based achievements 
of the region at the expense of long-standing social traditions of integration 
between urban and rural sectors, settled and mobile modes of life, and agri-
cultural and pastoralist subsistence. One factor in this opposition of Sumerian 
and Amorite identities may have been the attempt by Shulgi of Ur (2094–2047 
BCE) to dominate the pastoralist populations and economy of the highlands 
between the Tigris River and the Zagros Mountains, northeast of Sumer.12

The oldest references to Amorites come from Shuruppak (Fara) in the 
Sumerian heartland, where they were not isolated as foreigners. In lists that 
generally identify individuals by town, “Amorite” seems to offer a provenance 
for people who cannot be labeled by fixed residence.13 While the precise intent 
may elude us, it is likely that the early term represents a type, not a named 

10. See Walther Sallaberger, “From Urban Culture to Nomadism: A History,” in Marro and 
Kuzucuoglu, Sociétés humaines et changement climatique, 445, for one identification of this 
western site as the original Amorite land.

11. Both Michalowski (“Amorites,” 93–105) and Porter (“Tax and Tribulation,” 296–310) 
argue vigorously that Amorites are as much associated with lands east of Sumer as west.

12. In this analysis I align myself  with the interpretation of  Porter, who understands 
Amorite identity to be rooted in the pastoralist communities who were completely inte-
grated into settled and urban life, even as elements from these communities moved across 
long distances with the flocks. Sallaberger (“From Urban Culture to Nomadism,” 417–56) 
likewise considers the Amorite category to indicate herdsmen, but in confining pastoralism to 
separate “nomadic” groups he gives too little weight to the abundant evidence for Amorites 
in urban settings. In an argument that in some ways parallels that of Porter, Michalowski 
likewise points out the interplay of settled and mobile life in ancient pastoralism, though 
he then minimizes the identification of  Amorites in Sumerian texts with herding groups 
(“Amorites,” 88–93).

13. See Porter, “Tax and Tribulation,” 314–15, including table 5, for the general chronologi-
cal and geographical range of third-millennium evidence.

 The World around the Old Testament 
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people. Given the consistent association of Amorites with herding livestock 
and the products derived from them, the primary identity appears to assume 
participation in mobile pastoralism, which does not exclude settled residence. 
For those who understand “Martu” to mean “Western,” perhaps with a specific 
western region of origin somewhere in Syria, even these earliest references 
to the Amorites in Sumer must derive from the geographical sense of the 
word. The reverse offers a more plausible scenario, however, especially since 
the Amorites persist in inhabiting lands both east and west of the Sumerian 
center. Because the Syrian steppe provided a major setting for grazing sheep 
and goats during the third millennium, this region “west” (or northwest) of 
Sumer would have been one home for people of Amorite type. Just as the 
far-western land of Amurrum took its name in the early second millennium 
from the Amorite category and cannot provide an origin for all the Amorites 
of eastern Mesopotamia, other such “Amorite” lands would have been named 
for the mobile herdsmen found there.14

The implications of this conclusion are straightforward. The Amorites were 
not a “people” in any ethnic or political sense. They lived throughout Syria and 
Mesopotamia, and their relationship to cities and farmers must be deduced 
from the details of written evidence, from a sense of regional society grounded 
in excavation and survey, and from consideration of the social and political 
frameworks most compelling for the mix of settled agriculture and long-distance 
pastoralism attested for the ancient Near East. Especially in this last regard, 
Anne Porter proposes a social integration that challenges the common idea that 
nomads were outsiders to all society defined by settlement, so that, however 
these groups interacted, nomads could always be isolated as socially distinct. 
Instead, by social ties that transcended distance through kinship, mobile herding 
communities belong to the same “peoples” as their settled relations. As early 
participants in such a social fabric, the Amorites were not a separate people 
but one dimension of its mixed makeup—whether warp or weft.15

Use of Amurrû in the Mari Archives

Just as the term mar-tu has had to be reevaluated for its application to people 
who lived at the same time as the Sumerians of Ur and earlier, the Amorites of 
the early second millennium must be reconsidered. Even if the Amorites were 

14. On the western land of Amurrum, see the next section. Michalowski (“Amorites,” 104) 
observes with regard to specific references to an Amorite “land,” “The term kur MAR.TU is 
not, properly speaking, a specific location, which is why it never has a place-name classifier /ki/ 
but is a descriptive term that refers to the highlands in which certain Amorites were thought to 
live. As such, it has no borders and could possibly be used of more than one area.”

15. This is the burden of her entire discussion in Mobile Pastoralism.
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first of all herding communities and the Sumerians of Ur were particularly 
concerned about Amorites in the lands upstream and thus to the “west,” the 
old Mesopotamian word cannot be universalized to describe all such herding 
peoples in every age and in every place. If it is the Amorites specifically whom 
we wish to understand, then we must discipline our study by the use of the word 
amurrû and acknowledge the ever-evolving social landscape and social termi-
nology that came to identify similar populations by different words and logic.

Just as the Amorites of the late third millennium could be found across 
Mesopotamia and Syria, not confined to lands west of Sumer, the tribal peo-
ples who came to new prominence in the period after Ur were also present 
throughout the region. It is often observed that the new centers of power in 
downstream Mesopotamia display both non-Akkadian Semitic royal names 
and hints of tribal backgrounds not defined by the cities ruled by these new 
kings. This is true of Isin, Larsa, Uruk, Eshnunna, and Babylon, as well as of 
cities further north and west.16 All of these southeastern domains, however, 
fell within the immediate sphere of the prior kingdom of Ur, and they were 
influenced powerfully by Sumerian ideals and their written expressions, es-
pecially as developed under Ur’s hegemony. For a sense of the world outside 
this Ur-focused realm, it is useful to consider evidence from other lands. 
During this period, cuneiform was used broadly by scribes trained in the 
downstream Mesopotamian tradition, and archives have been found as far 
away as Kanesh in central Anatolia, where the city of Ashur had established 
a trading colony.17 Perhaps more than any other written evidence, the massive 
archives of Mari provide a picture of society and politics that spans east and 
west.18 Mari itself stands just inside the modern Syrian border with Iraq, on 
the north side of the Euphrates River below where the Habur River empties 

16. This commonplace is taken up, for example, in the overview of Amélie Kuhrt, The 
Ancient Near East, c. 3000–330 BC (London: Routledge, 1995), 1:74–75.

17. The archives found at Kanesh (Kūltepe) in central Turkey generated even more tablets 
than the huge finds for ancient Mari, and the bibliography is naturally enormous. For a sampling, 
consider Mogens Trolle Larson, The Old Assyrian City-State and Its Colonies (Copenhagen: 
Akademisk, 1976); Cécile Michel, ed., Old Assyrian Studies in Memory of  Paul Garelli (Leiden: 
Nederlands Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten, 2008); Gojko Barjamovic, Ups and Downs at 
Kanesh: Chronology, History and Society in the Old Assyrian Period (Leiden: Nederlands 
Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten, 2012).

18. The bibliography for Mari is equally overwhelming. For fairly recent treatments in En-
glish, see Wolfgang Heimpel, Letters to the King of  Mari: A New Translation, with Historical 
Introduction, Notes, and Commentary (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2003); and Daniel E. 
Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors: Mari and Early Collective Governance (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004). In fact, primary expertise in this material is found in France, 
based on responsibility for publishing the finds for Mari. Beginning in 1982, this project was led 
by Jean-Marie Durand, and his collection of French translations with commentary remains an 
important resource: Documents épistolaires du palais de Mari, Tomes I, II, III, LAPO 16–18 
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into it. From this vantage, the kings of Mari kept contacts with and negotiated 
their political survival among other powers from Babylon and Eshnunna in 
the east to Yamhad and Qatna in the west.

A number of Mari specialists have undertaken to explain the varied use 
of the word amurrû in this material. There is a polity called Amurrum, just 
as mid-third-millennium Ebla identified a land near the Jebel Bishri with the 
Martu label, yet the two locations are not the same: Amurrum in the Mari 
archives seems to have been further west. Dominique Charpin links the whole 
origin of the Amorites to this land, which he considers to have extended from 
the mountains east of Ugarit all the way to the Jebel Bishri.19 Jean-Marie Du-
rand likewise associates the name itself with the far west, as derived from the 
root mrr, “to be bitter,” with reference to the salt water of the Mediterranean.20 
Beyond the western land, the word amurrû can also describe an “Amorite” 
language, and it can identify people in the realm of Mari’s own kings, in a 
sweeping generalization that somehow indicates a population type that crosses 
the lines of kingdoms or tribes. The uses for language and population are 
most simply understood as related, with the one defined in terms of the other.

First of all, the western polity of Amurrum takes its name from the older 
population type; this is surely not the homeland of a migratory wave that 
overturned the power of Ur. One letter associates the Binu Yamina tribal co-
alition with three western realms, each defined by the term mātum, which is 
reserved for polities ruled by one or more kings (šarrum). These are the lands 
of Yamhad, Qatna, and Amurrum, the first two dominating the lowlands 
that flank the inland slopes of the Lebanese and western Syrian mountains:

While the land of Yamhad, the land of Qatna, and the land of Amurrum are 
the range(?) of the Binu Yamina—and in each of those lands the Binu Yamina 
have their fill of barley and pasture their flocks—from the start(?), the range(?) 
of the Hana has been Ida-Maraṣ.21

One clue to the location of Amurrum may be found in a new reading for an 
early second-millennium (Old Babylonian) extract of the Gilgamesh Epic, 

(Paris: Cerf, 1997, 1998, 2000). For broader reference to the literature of those involved with 
Mari publication, see the notes for any of these works.

19. Charpin, “Histoire politique,” 57–58.
20. Durand, “Le mythologème du combat entre le dieu de l’Orage et la Mer en Mésopota-

mie,” MARI 7 (1993): 46–47.
21. For publication of the text (A.2730) see Jean-Marie Durand, “Peuplement et société à 

l’époque amorrite (I): Les clans Bensim’alites,” Amurru 3 (2004): 120–21; Durand kindly allowed 
me to cite the relevant part of this text before his publication, with my translation, in Fleming, 
“Possibilities of Biblical Memory,” 61n91.
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where Andrew George identifies the home of Huwawa as “where the Amurrû 
lives,” west of Ebla.22 Other evidence from Mari confirms the far-western 
location of this realm. One brief missive confirms the writer has accounted 
for “messengers from Hazor and messengers from four Amurrû kings.” This 
group is to join the king of Qatna’s own messenger, who will escort them 
to that city.23 Another letter reports that various men have arrived at Mari 
from points far west: two from Hazor, two from Qatna, and three “Amurrû 
singers.” Such terminology may indicate their language, yet the geography 
matches the previous example.24

The most obvious location for the land of Amurrum is that known for 
Amurru in the Late Bronze Age, during the second half of the second mil-
lennium. According to evidence from el-Amarna, Ugarit, and Hatti, Amurru 
was based in the mountains between the Mediterranean coast and the Orontes 
River valley.25 In the Amarna letters dispatched by Rib-Hadda, ruler of Gubla 
(or, Byblos), the ruler of the Amurru peoples alternately importunes and 
assaults the coastal cities one by one until Gubla itself is in play. This attack 
on the coast presumes a highland center for Amurru as such. When Amurru 
passes from the domination of Abdi-Ashirta to Aziru, this later leader writes 
repeatedly about the opposite frontier, to the north and east. Amurru faces 
threats from Hatti through the Orontes realm of Nuhashhe. Later, after Aziru 
definitively abandons Egypt for alliance with Hatti, Amurru makes a treaty 
with Ugarit, as a separate coastal power to its northwest. Some portion of 
the Mari texts that have been associated with generic or ethnic Amorites may 
in fact pertain to the specific land of Amurrum. When Nur-Sin writes to his 
master Zimri-Lim, the last king of Mari in the mid-eighteenth century, about 
“Amurrû figs” in a delivery from the region of Yamhad, these may come from 
the western mountain land.26 Such labels are also applied, however, to wool, 
to livestock, and even to a woman included in a delivery to the Mari palace, 
and we must be prepared for different points of reference in different contexts.

As a whole, the Amurrû identity is not common in texts from Mari. The land 
of Amurrum was far away and contacts were rare. The word could be applied 

22. See the revised edition of this text in Andrew George, Babylonian Literary Texts in the 
Schøyen Collection (Bethesda, MD: CDL Press, 2009), 32–33.

23. A.2760; Marco Bonechi, “Relations amicales syro-palestiniennes: Mari et Haṣor au 
XVIIIe siècle av. J.C.” FM 1 (1992): 10.

24. FM 3 143; Grégoire Ozan, “Les lettres de Manatân,” FM 3 (1997): 296–97.
25. For extended historical discussion, see Itamar Singer, “A Concise History of Amurru,” 

appendix in Amurru Akkadian: A Linguistic Study, by Shlomo Izre’el (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1991), 2:135–95.

26. FM 7 26:49, 52; Jean-Marie Durand, “Le culte d’Addu d’Alep et l’affaire d’Alahtum,” 
FM 7 (2007): 99–102.
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with more local considerations, but this did not occur often. This pattern in 
itself means something. So far as the word “Amurrû” 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 
back to the palace. What then is the basis for Amurrû identity?

One significant factor appears to be language, involving both the conscious-
ness of a linguistic distinction capable of separate classification and the choice 
to identify that distinct language category as “Amorite.” One remarkable text 
boasts a scribe who is said to understand Akkadian and Subarian—evidently 
Hurrian—along with Amorite.27 In another letter, Samsi-Addu, king of upper 
Mesopotamia, complains that his son Yasmah-Addu has requested a capable 
Sumerian scribe who can speak Amorite. Jack Sasson translates:

You have written me about sending you a man competent in Sumerian, “Take 
for me [. . .] a man competent in Sumerian but speaks Amorite.” Who is the 
person competent in Sumerian and lives here? Please, am I to send you Šu-Ea 
who is competent in Sumerian? Šu-Ea and [. . .]; Iškur-zikalama is competent in 
Sumerian; but he holds an administrative post. Must he leave his post and run 
to you? Nanna-palil is competent in Sumerian; but I have to send him to Qabra. 
You have written me, “[My father] should send me a man from Rapiqum who is 
competent in Sumerian. There is no one here competent in Sumerian in [. . .]!”28

Such exists but is a valuable commodity, not available for posting to Mari at 
the drop of a hat. These references to language involve a self-conscious clas-
sification that does not follow simple political lines, and the speaking popula-
tions cannot be assumed isolated to fully separate living groups. By this date, 
and in this context, Sumerian was essential to scribal practice, and while it 
may still have been associated with the region downstream from Babylon, it 
reflected no particular political body. “Subarian” evokes the allied kings of 
Shubartum, probably east of the Tigris, but the separate language must be 
distinct from the other broad types, perhaps as Hurrian, another category 
that crosses political lines. This leaves two clearly Semitic types, Akkadû 
and Amurrû. From a scribal point of view, these need not have represented 

27. The text is A.109, cited in isolation in Jean-Marie Durand, “Unité et diversités au Proche-
Orient à l’époque amorrite,” in La circulation des biens, des personnes et des idées dans le 
Proche-Orient ancien, ed. Dominique Charpin and Francis Joannès (Paris: Éditions Recherche 
sur les Civilisations, 1992), 125.

28. M.7950+, published by Dominique Charpin, “Les malheurs d’un scribe ou de l’inutilité 
du sumérien loin de Nippur,” in Nippur at the Centennial, ed. Maria de Jong Ellis (Philadelphia: 
University Museum, 1992), 24–25. This translation is that of Jack Sasson, “About Mari and 
the Bible,” RA 92 (1998): 121–22.
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comparable categories, in that Amorite seems not to have been written with 
cuneiform, so that from a modern view, we have no way to identify it securely. 
Nevertheless, Akkadian and Amorite are identified as distinguishable types, 
each with a coherent if overlapping speaking community.

At this point, the identification of language returns us to the issue of popu-
lations. During the centuries after Ur’s end, none of these language names fol-
lowed political lines. Sumer was recalled as the fountainhead of Mesopotamian 
civilization, but the language was no longer in common use, and there was 
no single polity called Sumer.29 Akkad was once the urban center of a major 
kingdom launched by Sargon and associated with Naram-Sin, before the rise 
of Ur. This city gave its name to the language, and Sumer and Akkad together 
could be regarded as a merism for the territory of southern Iraq later ruled 
by Hammurabi and his descendants. Sumerian represents a totally different 
language class from the eastern Semitic Akkadian, and the two languages had 
clearly defined uses among scribes of the early second millennium, regardless 
of the political implications in the territorial claim. The question is what was 
meant by the distinction of Akkadian from Amorite, which was not part of 
scribal use with cuneiform.

Like Sumer and Akkad in royal inscriptions from the early second millen-
nium, Amorite also defined people and speech by a category from the distant 
past. Across both Babylonia and the Mari region, where both Semitic language 
types would have been in use, Akkadian and Amorite also labeled masses of 
people in broad terms that transcended political bounds. One Mari letter reports 
a treaty between several groups in the Jebel Sinjar and eastern Habur regions 
and an Akkadian power, which the sender admits could be either Eshnunna, a 
major power east of the Tigris River, or Babylon.30 In his treaty with the king 
of Eshnunna, a copy of which was found at Mari, Zimri-Lim guarantees the 
loyalty to Eshnunna of any force he sends in support, whether it is identified 
with Mari, with its Hana people, with the Suhûm land long disputed between 
the two kingdoms, with any individual leader, or with any Amorite or Akkadian 
group.31 We know from a badly damaged Mari letter that Zimri-Lim is once said 

29. For contrasting perspectives on the situation of Sumerian after the fall of Ur, see two 
articles in Seth L. Sanders, ed., Margins of  Writing, Origins of  Culture (Chicago: Oriental 
Institute of the University of Chicago, 2007): Christopher Woods, “Bilingualism, Scribal Learn-
ing, and the Death of Sumerian,” 95–124; and Piotr Michalowski, “The Lives of the Sumerian 
Language,” 163–90. 

30. ARM XXVII 135, letter to Zimri-Lim of Mari from Zimri-Addu, governor of the 
Qaṭṭunân district.

31. A.361, in Dominique Charpin, “Un traité entre Zimri-Lim de Mari et Ibâl-pî-El II 
d’Ešnunna,” in Marchands, diplomats et empéreurs: Études sur la civilisation mésopotamienne 
offertes à Paul Garelli, ed. Dominique Charpin and Francis Joannès (Paris: Éditions Recherche 
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to be “king of the Akkadian and the Amorite” equally.32 Similarly, the Edict of 
Ammi-ṣaduqa, a slightly later ruler of Babylon, assumes the same breakdown 
of population types within his domain as defining the full range of citizens 
who merit equal treatment under the king’s declaration of debt cancellation.33

Given that the earlier Amorites were herding peoples, this population offers a 
natural point of reference for the usage after the fall of Ur. With their intense in-
terest in herding groups and their tribal organizations, the Mari archives pre sent 
a wealth of evidence for just the people in question. In general, Mari suggests 
that the Amorite category had gone out of common use by this date. It could 
be applied to the language and to sweeping distinctions between peoples or even 
cultures associated with language, but specific herding groups were identified 
most often by their mobility through the term “Hana” or “nomad,” possibly 
as people who camp in tents. Zimri-Lim, the king under whom most of these 
archives were collected, even calls himself “king of Mari and the Hana people 
(māt Hana).”34 Most of the ubiquitous uses of the word “Hana” in the Mari 
correspondence take for granted that these are Zimri-Lim’s own tribespeople, 
the Binu Sim’al, who are thus identified by their mobile herding component.

One letter to Zimri-Lim from the district governor based at the Mari cen-
ter sets up a duality that resembles the Akkadian/Amorite pair. Bahdi-Lim 
exhorts the king to respond carefully after consolidation of his rule over a 
part of his realm that includes an “Akkadian” population:

[My lord] must honor the head of his kingship. [Just as] you are the king of 
the Hana, [so] you are secondly the king of the Akkadian. [My lord] must not 
(therefore) ride a horse. My lord must (rather) ride [on] a litter and mules, if 
he is to honor the head of his kingship.35

sur les Civilisations, 1991), 141–45. The key list appears in two places, II 2ʹ–4ʹ and III 13ʹ–15ʹ, 
more complete in the latter.

32. A.489, in Dominique Charpin and Jean-Marie Durand, “La prise du pouvoir par Zimri-
Lim,” MARI 4 (1985): 323n131; the letter is from an official named Rip’i-Dagan to Zimri-Lim and 
addresses the defeat of Ishme-Addu and Yasmah-Addu, the two sons of Samsi-Addu. Rip’i-Dagan 
reproaches some group that has not been adequately enthusiastic in its support for Zimri-Lim 
in the past. The reference to the population ruled by the Mari king seems to occur after this 
main preserved section, in the last visible lines, cited in Durand, “Unité et diversités,” 113n137.

33. F. R. Kraus, Ein Edikt des Königs Ammi-ṣaduqa von Babylon (Leiden: Brill, 1958), e.g., 
p. 30, paragraphs 2ʹ:9ʹ; 4ʹ:24; 6ʹ:1.

34. Durand, “Unité et diversités,” 13–14; with extended discussion of Zimri-Lim’s Hana 
kingdom in Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 142–69; reinterpreted in Fleming, “King-
ship 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 (Chicago: Oriental 
Institute of the University of Chicago, 2009), 227–40.

35. ARM VI 76, letter to Zimri-Lim from Bahdi-Lim, governor of the Mari district, discussed 
in Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, 156–59.
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In spite of efforts to isolate which of these modes of transportation is specifi-
cally “Akkadian” or “Hana,” the main point seems to be that the horse is not 
an appropriate royal mount for ceremonial occasions. What is striking for 
this discussion is the definition of Zimri-Lim as king of two broad popula-
tions, identified by “Akkadian” and a second term. In both this text and the 
reference to the “king of the Akkadian and the Amorite” (above), Zimri-Lim 
is characterized as ruling two broad groups, one of which is Akkadian. This 
is the only such identification of what Zimri-Lim rules by “Akkadian” and 
“Hana.” Based on the occurrence of the Akkadian/Amorite combination in the 
Eshnunna treaty and the Babylonian royal edict, the Amorite element appears 
to be standard to such pairing. Bahdi-Lim’s use of “Hana” seems then to take 
the place of “Amorite” for Zimri-Lim’s particular kingdom based at Mari.

If the pairing of Akkadian and Hana does indeed match that of Akkadian 
and Amorite, this may strengthen the association of the word amurrû with 
mobile pastoralists in the post-Ur period. As Hana, these are not isolated from 
the core settled population, whether as a distinct “ethnic” group or as separate 
“nomads.” Most often, Zimri-Lim’s Hana are his tribal kinsmen of the Binu 
Sim’al, fully integrated into the leadership of the kingdom, and the primary 
military force on which he relies. The Binu Sim’al occupy many towns and 
villages in the Mari kingdom, and it is impossible to disentangle the nomadic 
population from the social fabric of the settled tribespeople. While the Hana of 
Bahdi-Lim’s schema represent Zimri-Lim’s own people by name, the Amorites—
ruled as one element of the “Akkadian and Amorite” pair in the Eshnunna 
treaty—would identify the same pastoralist type by a category in wider use. 
As with Zimri-Lim’s Hana, the Amurrû need not be restricted to mobile herds-
men only, for they could equally include whole populations that incorporate a 
significant mobile herding component.

As a language designation, then, the Amurrû category is particularly in-
triguing. In the eyes of certain scribes, at least, groups with such a mobile 
component are characterized by use of a language or set of dialects that could 
be considered separate from Akkadian. In the kingdom of Zimri-Lim, not 
only was Akkadian the language of formal correspondence, but the name 
could also identify distinct communities that could supply a coherent fighting 
force. Both these and the “Amorite” groups somehow represented definable 
speaking groups, if the treaty labels align with the language types.

As I understand the evidence, the identification of certain speakers with an 
“Amorite” language is bound up with the distinction of an “Amorite” compo-
nent 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 
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Mesopotamia. By my approach, both Ebla’s Martu-land and the later land of 
Amurrum take their names from the identification of Amurrû populations, 
and neither provides a geographical origin for “the Amorites,” as if these 
were a single group migrating from the west. If the Amorite category in Old 
Babylonian evidence indicates peoples with a mobile pastoralist component, 
this use may preserve the original intent of the word “Martu” from the third 
millennium, before the distractions of Ur and its famous collapse.

The Bible’s Amorites

One way to divide the biblical geography of Israel’s neighborhood is be-
tween the landscape of kingdoms and the world before Israel. During the era of 
the two kingdoms, Israel and Judah were situated among a clearly delineated 
map of neighbors. One version of this map is on display in the opening salvo 
of the book of Amos: Ammon, Moab, and Edom in the east; Damascus rep-
resenting Aram to the northeast; the Philistines on the southern coast, with 
Gaza, Ashdod, Ashkelon, and Ekron; and Tyre for the Phoenicians on the 
northern coast. According to this political geography, the territories of Israel 
and Judah are fixed and inviolate, lacking any overlap with the lands of their 
rivals. The Amorites are nowhere to be found in this landscape—nor are the 
Canaanites and the Hittites, known from early written evidence outside of 
the Bible; nor are the Jebusites, Perizzites, and so on, who belong more par-
ticularly to the Bible’s picture of populations that preceded Israel in the land.

According to the Bible, the world before Israel likewise had external neigh-
bors, though some of these are also recognized as new, sharing ancestry with 
Israel through the family of Abraham. In the land itself, however, were found 
a jumble of town centers and populations that formed no single political 
entity. Recurrent lists of peoples define the specific targets for acquisition of 
the promised land, first announced to Abraham as a long list of ten in Gen-
esis 15:19–21, given a shorter, classic form to Moses from the burning bush 
in Exodus 3:8: the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the 
Hivites, and the Jebusites. The same list of six peoples describes the success-
ful conquest in Joshua 12:8, and these texts represent just a selection from 
an oft-repeated trope.

In the finished biblical schema, the Amorites, the Canaanites, and others 
from these lists remained part of Israel’s population landscape through the 
initiation of monarchy, when David is credited with completing the conquest 
begun under Moses and Joshua. Judges 1 recounts a series of failures, indi-
vidual settlements, and territories still held by the Canaanites (vv. 27–33) 
or the Amorites (vv. 34–36). After the establishment of the kingdom and its 
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consolidation under David and Solomon, David’s son is said to have made 
slaves of all the remaining people identified by such listed names, in this case 
the Amorites, Hittites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites (1 Kings 9:20; cf. 
2 Chron. 8:7). This reference under Solomon is the last time that the biblical 
narratives bother with such a list of prior inhabitants. Once we reach the 
period of two kingdoms, the issue of such peoples is relegated to the distant 
past, the time when the ancestors of Israel and Judah still had to prove their 
ability to take and hold this land.

Within this tradition of displaced populations, the Amorites have more 
than one particular role, reflecting interest in their specific place among these 
disparate groups. One set of texts linked the land east of the Jordan with the 
Amorites, and especially the territory available for Israelite possession. In 
Deuteronomy 2–3 the kingdoms of Edom, Moab, and Ammon are treated 
as belonging to these peoples (though not yet ruled by kings) before Israel’s 
arrival, and only the land belonging to Sihon the Amorite and Og of Bashan 
(e.g., 2:24; 3:1) can be seized and occupied by Israel. Elsewhere, both Sihon 
and Og are treated as Amorite kings (Deut. 3:8; 4:47; 31:4; Josh. 2:10; 9:10; 
24:12), and this eastern land is identified with Sihon and the Amorites (e.g., 
Num. 21:31; Josh. 24:8; Judg. 10:8; 11:21). It is also possible for the western 
highlands to be considered generically Amorite; Joshua undertakes his first 
regional campaign against five “Amorite” kings who rule cities that define 
the south: Jerusalem, Hebron, Jarmuth, Lachish, and Eglon (Josh. 10:5, 
12). Also in the book of Amos, the writer recounts how Yahweh brought 
the people out of “the land of Egypt” so that Israel could take possession 
of “the land of the Amorite,” which in this context must at least include the 
west (Amos 2:9–10).

Rarely, the Bible includes the Amorites in schemes that propose regional 
distinctions between pre-Israelite peoples. Numbers 13:29 locates the Amale-
kites in the southern Negev wilderness, the Hittites, Jebusites, and Amorites 
in the (western) highlands, and the Canaanites by the sea and in the Jordan 
River valley. Yahweh’s first instructions to enter the land in Deuteronomy 
1:6–8 separate “the Amorite highlands” from various other regions, including 
“the shore of the sea, the Canaanite land,” which suggests a similar division. 
When these two texts are set beside the tradition of the Amorite east and 
Joshua’s southern highland victory, it appears that the Bible’s Amorites are 
specifically linked to high country once frequented by pastoralists, like the 
land of Amurru in northern Syria and other “Amorite” lands in Mesopotamia. 
Without reference to the biblical pattern, Porter suggests that the apparently 
contradictory locations of “Amorite lands” in cuneiform evidence reflect the 
fact that these were not originally political entities at all, even if they came 
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to be such.36 They were simply local manifestations of pastoralist territory 
that could be found in various highland and steppe settings. Remarkably, 
the biblical inclination to associate Amorites with high country would align 
with the same pattern, even if the logic of such naming was long forgotten. 
Nevertheless, it seems that the identification of Amorites with highlands 
and Canaanites with lowlands is no coincidence, and this is best explained 
by some actual survival of the term’s usage in connection with highland 
populations rather than lowland ones, most simply in such regions or among 
such peoples themselves.

2. Amorite Culture?

Inspired by modern ideas of nationality or ethnicity, we may seek a “culture” 
to accompany any “people” capable of identification as such. This search for 
distinguishable culture is problematic because of its expectation that peoples 
and their ways of life will align according to these social boundaries. Israelites 
would have had a different culture from Moabites or from Phoenicians. Where 
it is possible to define an ethnicity, a self-conscious identity based on shared 
sense of difference that is often tied to the domination of one group over an-
other, such cultural distinctions are meaningful.37 In the world of Israel and its 
predecessors, however, the political and social lines by which people organized 
themselves did not line up neatly with contrasts of language, of religion, of 
visual arts and craftsmanship, or of literature. All of these varied through time 
and place, and political lines became one factor governing their development 
and distribution. We should be cautious about identifying specific cultural 
features for each named group, as though these features could be isolated for 
that group alone. Of course, any given object of our study will have evidence 
for religion, art, craftsmanship, or literature, all well worth our attention.

The Case of Religion

In the case of the Amorites, the search for culture may be particularly mis-
leading if it treats a social type as a “people” separate from the populations 
of Mesopotamian cities. One example of this misconception is the notion of 
a distinct “Amorite” religion. Given the range of Amorite populations across 

36. Porter, Mobile Pastoralism, 309–10.
37. For an orientation to recent discussion of ethnicity as a category in archaeological re-

search, see Siân Jones, “Ethnicity: Theoretical Approaches, Methodological Implications,” in 
Handbook of  Archaeological Theories, ed. R. Alexander Bentley, Herbert D. G. Maschner, and 
Christopher Chippindale (Plymouth, UK: Altamira, 2008), 321–34.
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Syria and Mesopotamia, it is natural that they participated in varied religious 
practices with diverse gods. The mobility of their active herding population 
would have made them natural carriers of religious customs to new regions, 
though ancient practice tended to adapt to the local landscape with its tra-
ditional attention to local powers and needs. We can see this inclination in 
Mari evidence for the Binu Yamina, the large tribal coalition that rivaled the 
Binu Sim’al based at Mari under Kings Yahdun-Lim and Zimri-Lim. The 
Binu Yamina consisted of five tribes with no combined center or single ruler. 
Their populations and settlements associated with them were spread from 
Babylonia to the western Syrian mountains.

One letter found at Mari reports a meeting of all the Binu Yamina lead-
ership at Harran, the same north Syrian city associated with Abraham and 
Jacob (biblical Haran). The chiefs of these gathered groups have decided to 
go to war against an ally of Mari, and in order to enter a formal agreement 
they must swear an oath and slaughter a donkey, the rite linked to confirming 
political alliance. All this is carried out at the temple of the moon god.38 One 
might conclude from this that the moon god had a special role in “Amorite” 
religion, but this would be a mistake. Indeed there is a particular connection 
with the Binu Yamina, yet there is nothing specific to Amorite peoples about 
this god and his temple. Harran had a lasting association with the moon god 
that persisted into the first millennium. The Binu Yamina peoples maintained 
close relations with a land called Zalmaqum that was defined by four associated 
towns, one of which was Harran. This influential sacred site and its god thus 
offered a natural choice for ratifying a commitment to joint action—without 
any specifically Amorite use or significance.

Likewise, the Binu Sim’al were compelled by Yahdun-Lim to accept his 
individual leadership, with Mari as capital. Mari itself was not a Binu Sim’al 
town; Yahdun-Lim took it and made it such. With this base in the Euphrates 
River valley, Dagan became a key figure in the religious life of the kingdom, 
especially through his established shrine at Terqa. Dagan was the dominant 
deity of the middle Euphrates region, and a polity that incorporated Terqa and 
Mari could not avoid giving him a major religious role.39 This did not make 
Dagan an Amorite god, however, nor even a favorite of the Binu Sim’al. In fact, 
the Terqa district was populated almost entirely by the Binu Yamina during 
this period.40 The Amorite identity of the third millennium distinguished the 

38. ARM XXVI 24; on this letter, see Fleming, “Possibilities of Biblical Memory,” 69–70.
39. On the importance of this god to the region, see Lluís Feliu, The God Dagan in Bronze 

Age Syria (Leiden: Brill, 2003).
40. Adelina Millet Albà, “La localisation des terroirs benjaminites du royaume de Mari,” 

in Amurru 3 (2004): 225–34.
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herding component of an integrated society that included both settled and 
mobile segments of the population as a whole. The tribal groups in the Mari 
archives reflect the same combination, and we have repeated opportunity to 
see the mobile herdsmen. Their pattern of social and cultural integration 
follows the ancient structure of life in the Near East.

The Marriage of Martu

Aside from the patterns of religious practice observed for the tribal peoples of 
the Mari archives, the Amorites have been supposed to have their own “epony-
mous” god, named Amurru and written in Sumerian as dMar-tu.41 Because this 
god bears the name “Amorite,” many have considered him an “Amorite” god, 
as if distinct to such a named people. Amurru first appears just before the Ur III 
period in the late third millennium, and it is not clear who initiated his cult. In 
the context of the social landscape suggested here, there is no reason to imagine 
that the “Pastoralist” god had to be worshiped only or first of all by pastoralists. 
The deity represented this portion of the community and would have special-
ized in the needs of long-distance shepherds and their flocks. Amurru need not 
have been an Amorite god but rather a divine representative of the Amorite 
contribution to Mesopotamian life, taking his place in a pantheon shared by 
the general populace. The literary narrative commonly called the Marriage of 
Martu (or Amurru) reflects this background, even as it grapples with conflicting 
attitudes toward this traditional component of Mesopotamian society.

The old scholarly hypothesis of an Amorite migration was made possible 
in large part by the attitudes of scribes from Ur who denigrated the herding 
class and isolated them as a foreign threat. From this point of view, which was 
reproduced in the work of scribes trained in the Sumerian tradition during 
the early second millennium, Amorites had no culture in the modern sneering 
sense: they were uncivilized.42 One Sumerian text that superficially shares this 
indictment supplies some of the strongest evidence that it was groundless and 
easily shown to be so. Anne Porter points out that the title character, who 
personifies the Amorites in his name “Martu,” is presented as the object of 
unreasoning prejudice, which rational city dwellers set aside.43 The details 
of Martu’s story display a man completely at home in the city, even as his 
wealth—which is formidable and alluring—comes from the backcountry.

41. Karel van der Toorn, “Amurru,” DDD 32–34.
42. On the theme of uncivilized Amorites in early second-millennium literature, see Jerrold S. 

Cooper, The Curse of  Agade (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983), 30–33.
43. Porter, Mobile Pastoralism, 293–95, treats the Marriage of Martu at some length. The 

text itself is available, with English translation, on the site of the Electronic Text Corpus of 
Sumerian Literature (http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/section1/tr171.htm).
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The Marriage of Martu is set in a time gone by, in a town not belonging to 
the known political landscape of Sumer. Inab is “a land of magnificence” as 
measured by all other cities, introduced as existing from a time when certain 
sacred innovations had not yet been invented: a type of crown, cedar, and 
cleaning powder. For all its antiquity and mystery, outside the grid of known 
Sumerian cities, Inab is a classic urban center, with an “ensi” as city-based 
ruler on behalf of the city’s resident god. Martu is introduced as a man of 
Inab, identified by the city, participating in a city-based administration of 
imposed payments into a common fund, for which married men provide for 
two, and those with a child provide for three. The problem is that Martu 
is treated differently, made to pay double while still being unmarried, and 
this is his motivation for finding a bride. He solves the problem in unset-
tling fashion, choosing for himself Adgarkidug, the daughter of a character 
named Numushda, who attend a city-wide festival as a family. The standing 
of Numushda at Inab is not clear, although Martu wins the right to marry 
Adgarkidug by defeating every opponent in single combat at the festival. All 
three named characters, including Martu himself, are marked with the divine 
category in the cuneiform, and both Martu (Amurru) and Numushda are 
treated as gods in other settings.44 In this story, Numushda is no more than 
a wealthy figure in Inab, so that all of these figures’ deity derives from their 
roles as part of a prototypical society in hoary antiquity.

For all that Martu takes part in every aspect of city life at Inab, his double 
payment indicates separate treatment, and Numushda is not happy about the 
prospect of his daughter marrying Martu. Numushda offers him generous 
financial compensation, but Martu insists. Moreover, Martu challenges Nu-
mushda to account for the source of his silver and gems, seeming to imply that 
it may have been generated by herdsmen like himself. The text that follows this 
exchange is damaged, but Numushda demands a marriage gift that involves 
a guarantee that all his livestock will thrive and multiply—just the domain of 
a herdsman—and the narrative lingers over the account of the cattle, sheep, 
and goats in question. Martu responds with massive gifts of precious goods 
to all the households of Inab, fathers and mothers, male and female servants. 
The entire city benefits overwhelmingly from the wealth and generosity of the 
figure who represents the pastoralist segment of the economy.

In spite of the obvious attraction of this alliance between the herdsman 
and the rest of the city, one more obstacle remains. Adgarkidug’s own friend 
voices a prejudice that stands at odds with the character of Martu as presented 

44. For Numushda, see “A Hymn to Numushda for Sîn-iqisham (Sîn-iqisham A)” in the col-
lection of the online Electronic Text Corpus (http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/section2/tr2671.htm).
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in the preceding narrative. It is a caricature of bias against herdsmen. First of 
all, they eat what the moon god Nanna forbids, an objection defined by the 
leading god of Ur, as if the great kingdom lies at the root of the prejudice. 
Further, they are “always roaming,” as if their very mobility is inappropri-
ate. They supposedly wear skins rather than wool cloth, and they live in 
tents, exposed to wind and rain, as if from failure to realize the advantages 
of settled life. They live in the highlands, which cannot be imagined a proper 
human home, and the friend imagines them grubbing for mushrooms and 
gnawing raw meat. She claims that they have no houses and receive no burial. 
Step by step, the friend makes her accusations ever more ridiculous, thread-
ing together bits of fact with preposterous assumption. Adgarkidug finally 
gives her friend the answer she deserves, which concludes the tale. Echoing 
Martu’s earlier declaration to her father that he would nevertheless marry his 
daughter, refusing his payoff, she tells her friend that she shall nevertheless 
marry Martu, likewise refusing this final distraction.45

It is obvious from the story that herding populations are to be included in 
larger society through Martu as their representative. It may be less obvious 
how thoroughly the text rejects the characterization of the Amorite popula-
tion presented at the end. Adgarkidug’s friend portrays a mass of wild-eyed 
primitives, isolated from urban civilization with its benefits and norms. The 
preceding narrative offers us Martu, a full participant in the life of Inab, 
identified by his residence there, along with his mother, and suffering only 
from the double financial burden that he intends to settle by marrying one of 
his fellow citizens. Martu is enormously wealthy, evidently as a result of his 
herding gains, and he is without equal in fighting prowess, defeating the best 
of Inab on their own turf at their own game. This text not only includes the 
Amorites in Mesopotamian society but also scoffs at any notion that they 
partake of a separate culture. In some circles, the integration of Amorite 
herding communities into city centers may have been doubted or disapproved, 
but it represented a centuries-old tradition in Mesopotamian life.

3. Amorites, ʿApiru, and Arameans

By the time of Hammurabi’s Babylon and Mari of the tribal peoples, the term 
“Amorite” had begun to be fossilized in a variety of uses that derived from the 
original application to communities defined by long-distance herding even as 
they were removed to varying degrees from that definition. Amorites came to 
be identified with peoples of this type from lands west of Babylonia, no longer 

45. See lines 82–83, 139–41.
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as a population indigenous to Mesopotamia and active in the highlands and 
steppe in every direction from the urban centers of Sumer. The association with 
the west outlasted the existence of distinct Amorite people. A particular polity 
in the Syrian mountains acquired the lasting name Amurru, which survived until 
the end of the Bronze Age and the shift of social and political alignments as 
the Iron Age began. The Bible’s Amorites and Hittites were two archaic names 
attached to groups whom Israel replaced, peoples who would cease to exist in 
the new order of kingdoms in the first millennium, both of which had roots in 
real groups from the north. By the time these found their way into the Bible, they 
referred only to those who by the very pattern of usage had ceased to exist, so 
it is difficult to have confidence in the precision of their territorial associations. 
Nonetheless, these Amorites could be placed particularly in the high country 
east and west of the Jordan River, in contrast to the lowland Canaanites and 
in terrain generally suited to grazing flocks. A hint of their older associations 
seems to have followed their attribution to the Bible’s pre-Israelite landscape.

It is a mistake, however, to track the Amorite category across time ex-
clusively by the word itself. So far as the Amorites were first of all mobile 
herdsmen who were fully integrated into the fabric of regional societies with 
their urban centers, such people were identified by other terms with their 
own conceptual histories in later settings. The Mari archives offer a relatively 
early example in Zimri-Lim’s rule over “Mari and the land of the Hana.” In 
this title, the word “Hana” names the primary people by which Zimri-Lim 
derived his power, and these were his tribal kinsmen, the Binu Sim’al, who 
were most often identified by their mobile component. “Hana” were literally 
long-distance pastoralists, so “nomads”; yet as a designation for the Binu 
Sim’al tribe, they incorporated many settlements and Mari itself became a 
Binu Sim’al city under Zimri-Lim’s kingship. The social structures involved 
in this configuration would have been familiar to the Amorites of the third 
millennium, and these structures were the direct descendants of the earlier 
Amorite peoples. The word “Amorite” was rarely applied to them, however, 
and then perhaps only to describe a broad type.

The key link between the early Amorites and Israel lies therefore less in the 
name than in the social type. Israel itself is difficult to define for the period 
before the two kingdoms, when excavation has yielded no written finds to 
identify this people, its land, or its character. Only the late thirteenth-century 
reference in the stela of Egypt’s pharaoh Merenptah confirms Israel’s existence, 
with little elaboration.46 The Bible’s tradition that Israel consisted of associated 

46. The bibliography on Merenptah’s reference to Israel is extensive and the points of view 
vary greatly. See among these William G. Dever, “Merenptah’s ‘Israel,’ the Bible’s, and Ours,” 
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tribes and had mobile pastoralist ancestors suggests a possible background 
in such a blended society, although that hypothesis requires extended discus-
sion on its own terms.47 Outside the Bible, two prominent categories may be 
understood best in light of the same structures: the ʿapiru of the Amarna 
letters and the Late Bronze Age, and the Arameans of the Iron Age. Both 
of these represent unique terms with particular conceptions and histories 
of use, yet they both reflect efforts to characterize mobile populations that 
probably maintained social bonds through kinship. Like the Amorites, nei-
ther the ʿapiru nor the Arameans were first of all a “people” in some kind of 
ethnic or national sense; the terms identified people of a certain social type.

The ʿApiru48

The ʿapiru category is Semitic and appears in cuneiform writing from 
the early second millennium, describing displaced individuals or groups in 
regions far north of Israel, as with the Amorites. Unlike the Amorites, the 
ʿapiru are found in the exact range of Israel’s territory in the Late Bronze 
letters found at el-Amarna in Egypt. A local ruler named Lab’ayu kept close 
connections with the ʿapiru, and the term became an epithet for groups ac-
cused of disloyalty to Egypt in communications from the empire’s vassals 
in the Levant. In this pejorative use, the ʿapiru are defined by their refusal 
of social frameworks amenable to Egyptian administration, as outcasts and 
gangs of bandits. Yet they are identified with cities and can cause problems 
by their mobility. This combination is familiar to the integrated structure to 
which the Amorites belonged.

The numerous Amarna references to the ʿapiru have greatly influenced 
definitions of the type as renegade outsiders.49 Based on this material, they 
have been called landless, impoverished, socially marginalized, and social 

in Exploring the Longue Durée: Essays in Honor of  Laurence E. Stager, ed. J. David Schloen 
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2009), 89–96; and Kenneth Kitchen, “The Victories of Me-
renptah, and the Nature of Their Record,” JSOT 28 (2004): 259–72.

47. By this characterization, I do not refer to origin by migration or by the sedentarization of 
nomadic pastoralists. In my The Legacy of  Israel in Judah’s Bible, I treat several dimensions of 
this historical problem as the Bible relates to it, without attempting to reconstruct Israel’s origin 
in itself, which remains especially a project for historians working above all from archaeological 
evidence. On the herding tradition in writing from the Israelite kingdom, see Legacy, 163–71; 
and on pastoralism and the origins of Israel, see Legacy, 271–75.

48. This section parallels the more developed treatment found in my Legacy, “The ‘Apiru in 
the Pre-Israelite Landscape,” 258–69. More complete references are found with that discussion.

49. For extended discussion of the social landscape reflected in the Amarna archives, in-
cluding the ʿapiru, see Brendon C. Benz, The Land before the Kingdom of  Israel: A History of 
the Southern Levant and the People Who Populated It (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2016).
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bandits. More neutrally, they have been considered refugees or migrants, 
populations that could represent a threat to the long-standing locals. All of 
these interpretations treat the ʿ apiru as not fully integrated into the society of 
town dwellers. In the Amarna letters, the ʿ apiru generally appear as powerful 
groups with effective political leadership on a scale that could be seen to 
threaten every city-based vassal in the Egyptian Levant. Peoples identified as 
ʿapiru, especially as followers of Abdi-Ashirta in the north or Lab’ayu in the 
southern highlands, defeated or won the support of major towns and would 
have incorporated large populations that were indistinguishable from those 
of the kingdoms they overwhelmed. The ʿapiru peoples were never identi-
fied by a city center, however, and some of Egypt’s vassals regarded them as 
intrinsically resistant to Egyptian authority.50

One of the rare letters from Lab’ayu himself offers a closer view of the 
ʿapiru that should not be pejorative. In EA 254, Lab’ayu responds to Pharaoh’s 
request that he hand over his son for a visit to Egypt, an invitation that forced 
submission to the suzerain. Lab’ayu insists that he would give anything the 
king requests, including his own wife if  so ordered. Unfortunately, his son 
has been frustratingly out of contact. William Moran translates the excuse, 
“I did not know that my son was consorting with the Apiru. I herewith hand 
him over to Addaya.”51 Without the assumption that the ʿapiru category is 
necessarily negative in this case, the key lines may be rendered differently: 
“I did not know that my son was going around with the ʿ apiru, and I hereby 
entrust him to Addaya.” For Lab’ayu, if  his son is not currently with him, 
he is naturally with the ʿapiru, who are understood to live or move at a 
distance from their king, rather like the Hana of Zimri-Lim. As addressed 
by Lab’ayu, the ʿapiru are a coherent population with an established rela-
tionship to himself, yet whose movements cannot be managed by the ruler 
they acknowledge. Such independence may reflect a life in more remote 
areas, especially in highlands and inland regions that were less accessible 
to Egyptian power.

Texts from the early second millennium attest a verb that defines the ʿ apiru 
as individuals who have had to leave home while maintaining that identity 

50. Rib-Hadda of Byblos and others speak of “the war of the ʿapiru” (EA 68, 71, 75, 185, 
243, 313, 366). Peoples who might join the ʿapiru are often identified by their towns, either ge-
nerically (EA 74, 116, 117, 144, 189) or with specific names, including Ṣumur (EA 76), Byblos/
Gubla (EA 104), and Hazor (EA 148). Whole “lands” (mātu) are sometimes at stake (EA 77, 
79, 85, 88, 272, 273, 290). None of these references can be taken as attempts to describe an 
ʿapiru community or way of life, but they warn against treating them as disconnected from 
settlements and their structure.

51. William L. Moran, The Amarna Letters (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1992), with EA 254.
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and affiliation from a distance.52 The question, then, is how such displaced 
people came to be identified by large groups. The notion of their gathering in 
“bands” does not explain the scale and integration of the Amarna evidence 
and is not required by the ʿapiru evidence as a whole. One answer may be 
found in the model of the 438 fighters counted by Tunip-Tesshup as ʿapiru 
in a text from the upper Tigris region during the late seventeenth century.53 
This mass of men appears to reside in the king’s domain but will not fight 
according to town and village units, which are based on long-term solidar-
ity and serve together. Wherever and however they live, they are joined for 
military service under a separate census category, and this is what unites them 
for classificatory purposes. In actual combat, such groups would probably 
have moved and camped and fought together, as they were organized under 
this heading.

When the ʿapiru are compared to the Hana in the Mari letters, we find 
two groups defined by different dimensions of their mobility. If the word 
ḫana derives from the root ḥny, “to camp,” then the category focuses on 
the mode of residence, which depends on movable tents rather than fixed 
houses.54 In contrast, the verb ʿab/pāru has to do with the movement itself, 
leaving one residence to take up another. Only the word “Hana” envisions 
life with movement as a habit, whereas the ʿapiru category is rooted in the 
notion of a single disruption. They share, however, the picture of people who 
continue to be defined by the fact that they cannot be identified by a town of 
current and permanent residence. The question is who such people can be 
when they represent a large social class, and here again Mari offers a useful 
point of reference, because this archive gives us an unusually detailed view 
of the world away from settlements.

In the social landscape offered by the Mari archives, there are no ap-
preciable numbers of migrant bandits or gangs of dislocated people who 
live outside of urban boundaries. Equally, there is no special concern to 
define “resident aliens,” a class of permanent outsiders who may reside in 
a town long-term and yet who are always foreign. Where groups of signifi-
cant scale are considered as peoples identified by names, these are of the 
sort commonly called “tribal”: the Binu Sim’al and the Binu Yamina, the 

52. The cognate verb is found especially in the Mari archives, with one attestation from 
older Kanesh (Kūltepe) in Anatolia; the most systematic work on the cuneiform evidence is 
that of Jean Bottéro, first of all in Le problème des Ḫabiru à la 4e Rencontre Assyriologique 
Internationale (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1954). For further bibliography, see my Legacy, 
264–65.

53. Mirjo Salvini, The Ḫabiru Prism of  King Tunip-Teššup of  Tikunani (Rome: Istituti 
editoriali e poligrafici internazionali, 1996).

54. This is the interpretation of Durand, “Unité et diversités,” 113.
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Numhâ, the Yamutbal, and others.55 The question is what such groups may 
be when identified as a class by those who have no interest in their named 
associations. By the time of the Amarna letters, the answer may be ʿapiru. 
The earliest treatment of ʿapiru as massed groups appears to have been for 
military enlistment, when such people lived in the domain served and yet 
could not be said to originate there. We know neither the backgrounds of 
these people nor their current affiliations—only that the government did 
not know how to count them by towns. In the Amarna correspondence, 
however, the ʿapiru are coherent, connected, and the primary political base 
for the kingdom of Lab’ayu, as seen from outside. The same may be said 
for the kingdom of Amurru under Abdi-Ashirta, to the north. If  we set 
aside the assumption that the backcountry of  the southern Levant was 
populated by disaffiliated bands with no durable identity, it is more likely 
that the population not defined by towns would have maintained identities 
that could transcend settled space. Such identities would look like those 
of  the Binu Sim’al and the Binu Yamina at Mari, where they are called 
“tribal.” One Mari text (A.2939:13–14) identifies a fighting force of ʿapiru 
as explicitly belonging to one such group, the Yamutbal, serving under a 
Yamutbal leader who has offered to help Mari capture a recalcitrant city.56 
These are not people who are displaced from their proper places in a social 
system; they are merely classed as a group traveling from what they might 
consider a fixed home base, or without one—yet identified adequately as 
Yamutbal on the move.

The ʿ apiru of Amarna would not be “tribes” in any direct sense, especially 
as viewed from inside. Rather, they would include so-called tribal peoples 
as viewed from outside by the rulers of towns not invested in this social 
framework, undifferentiated from others who lack town-based identity. 
This would explain why the Egyptians did not fight against the ʿapiru or 
consider them enemies; the ʿ apiru who fought for Egypt were simply people 
from such tribe-like groups—not nomads, not necessarily herdsmen, but 
listed this way as the most convenient way to take their census for military 
purposes. Viewed this way, the ʿapiru need not be detached from the social 
order, and we need not even assume that they had cut ties to settled homes 
and kin. They were identified as lacking a fixed town of residence, like 
Mari’s Hana, but this may often have reflected an integrated society of 
farmers and herdsmen.

55. See Fleming, Democracy’s Ancient Ancestors, chap. 2, “The Tribal World of Zimri-Lim”; 
and Durand, “Peuplement.”

56. “Thirty Yamutbalite ʿapiru are under his command”; in Dominique Charpin, “Un sou-
verain éphémère en Ida-Maraṣ: Išme-Addu d’Ašnakkum,” MARI 7 (1993): 188.
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