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It is known that the Amarna Letters1 sent from  Syria-
 Palestine were written in a mixed language comprising the
lingua franca, Akkadian, and what we understand to be the

local  West- Semitic or “Canaanite” language. The presence of
Canaanite is most prominent in the verbal system of these let-
ters, and as a result, impacts upon the letters’ syntax, morphol-
ogy, phonology, and vocabulary. The scribes of the  Syro-
 Palestinian cities often used both Akkadian and Canaanite ver-
bal forms in their correspondence. One of the more distinguish-
ing features resulting from this combination of the two lan-
guages is the use of the injunctive. While the term “injunctive”
in Semitic languages refers to the jussive, precative, volative
and energic forms, we will limit ourselves to the jussive
(Canaanite) and precative (Akkadian). This is because the two
verbal forms are equivalent in the respective languages.2 Since
both verbal forms are injunctive and express a wish or an indi-
rect command,3 one would expect the scribes to be consistent
in their use of the injunctive. However, this is not always the
case. By conducting a geographical survey, this study will
attempt to identify the reason behind the scribes’ use of the
precative or the jussive,  respectively.

It is necessary to clarify what we consider Canaanite. By
the term “Canaanite” and the toponym “Canaan,” we follow
Rainey and refer to the people and region of “the Levant
south of Nahr  el- Kebîr and ancient Kedesh on the
Orontes.”4 Such a designation is consistent with the area
called Canaan by Tuthmosis III and the Hebrew Bible
(Num. 34:1–12; Ezek. 47:13–48:29).5 However, since we are

interested in all cities with a  West- Semitic linguistic orienta-
tion, centers as far north as Ugarit and the central Syrian
region of Amurru are  included in the present study.

Preliminary  Matters

While scholars have not discussed the Canaanite scribes’
use of both the precative and the jussive, light has been shed on
the nature of the use of the injunctive. Shlomo Izre’el argues
that the Canaanite use of the Akkadian precative indicates
that the scribes understood Akkadian as the “chancellery” lan-
guage of the period.6 Izre’el also observes that there was a ten-
dency among the northern cities, particularly the letters from
Amurru, to construct the precative on the Akkadian  present-
 future base (thus lū iparras) rather than the preterite base (see
table below).7 Izre’el reads this morphology of the precative as
a product of northern Syria, as it also occurs in other letters
found at Mari, Emar, and in the inscriptions of Idrimi of
Alalakh.8 While the identification of a different scribal prac-
tice in the north from that of the south is significant for this
study, Anson Rainey has pointed out that most of the preca-
tive forms constructed from the  present- future base are not
mistakes as such, but rather attempts to differentiate the
 D-stem from the  G- stem.9 Rainey has also noted that the
precative can signify the beginning of a chain of injunctives.10

Izre’el’s and Rainey’s explanations clarify part of the puzzle.
They do not, however, explain the reason for the scribes’ use
of one or both forms of the injunctive verbs when they
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City Prec PhG Eg NE Juss PhG Eg NE Mix PhG Eg NE
Amurru 16 10 2 4 2 2 0 0 6 4 0 2
Lumur 1 0 0 1 — —
Tunip 3 2 0 1 — 1 1 0 0
Irqata — 4 4 0 0 —
TOTAL 20 12 2 6 6 6 0 0 7 5 0 2
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occurred independently of each other. Thus, while those schol-
ars who have examined the Amarna precatives and jussives
have provided some insights into the problem, little attention
has been paid to the issue at  hand.

The Akkadian precative is identified by the lū-/li- pre-
fix and is based on the preterite or stative conjugation.
However, the base form of the precative as it appears in
these letters is not as strict as it is in Mesopotamian
Akkadian texts. The major variation occurs when the lu/li-
prefix precedes a Canaanite jussive preterite form:  lu- u  a- na-
Sa- ar “may I guard” (EA 127:37),  lu- u  ti- ra-Ja- aS “may they
smash” (EA 141:31), and  lu- u  ti- i- di “may you know” (EA
162:78). These forms are reminiscent of the asseverative in
Akkadian.11 The context, however, dictates that these forms
are precatives, not asseveratives. I categorize these as  “mixed
forms.” In the case of the jussive, the morphology, as it is in
Classical Hebrew, is identical to the morphology of the
Canaanite prefixed preterite.12 The identical morphology of
the forms leads to an ambiguity that makes the interpreta-
tion of certain instances highly subjective. Every effort has
been made in this study to distinguish the jussive forms
from the prefixed preterites in the Canaanite letters. The
morphology of the precative and the jussive are shown in
the table below.

Geographical  Distribution

The geographical divisions in the tables below follow
those set out by Goren et al. in their petrographic analysis of
the Amarna letters.13 The tablets are divided into eleven geo-
graphical regions and are represented by their city of origin
within the geographical region. Each injunctive presented in
the tablets is divided into the categories of Akkadian preca-
tive (Prec),  West- Semitic jussive (Juss), or a mixed form
(Mix). The injunctives are then subdivided according to the
person to whom the injunctive refers: Pharaoh or Egyptian
god (PhG),  non- royal Egyptian (Eg), or a  non- Egyptian per-
son or god (NE). These divisions will serve to identify
whether there is a geographical preference for a particular
form of the injunctive and whether there is a correlation
between the form of injunctive and its  subject.

Morphology of the Precative and Jussive
Precative Jussive

Singular Plural Singular Plural

3c liprus 3m liprusū 3m yiqtil 3c tiqtilu(na)

3f liprusā 3f tiqtil

1c luprus 1c i niprus 1c iqtil 1c niqtilu(na)

City Prec PhG Eg NE Juss PhG Eg NE Mix PhG Eg NE
Ugarit 6 5 1 0 — —
NuJašše 2 2 0 0 — 1 1 0 0
Nī — — 1 1 0 0
TOTAL 8 7 1 0 — 2 2 0 0

North Syrian Kingdoms

City Prec PhG Eg NE Juss PhG Eg NE Mix PhG Eg NE
Qatna 13 7 4 2 — 4 3 1 0
Qedeš 2 1 1 0 — —
RuJizzi 1 0 0 1 — —
TOTAL 16 8 5 3 — 4 3 1 0

Syrian Kingdoms in the Middle Orontes Area

Amurru and Neighboring Polities
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City Prec PhG Eg NE Juss PhG Eg NE Mix PhG Eg NE
Enišasi 2 2 0 0 — —
Hasi 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 —
Guddašuna 1 1 0 0 — —
Various rulers14 2 2 0 0 2 0 0 2 —
TOTAL 6 6 0 0 3 1 0 2 —

The Lebanese Baqa< Region

City Prec PhG Eg NE Juss PhG Eg NE Mix PhG Eg NE
Byblos 21 19 0 2 115 75 5 35 8 6 1 1
Beirut — 4 4 0 0 1 0 1 0
Sidon — 4 4 0 0 1 1 0 0
Tyre 29 27 0 2 7 4 0 3 —
TOTAL 50 46 0 4 130 87 5 38 10 7 2 1

The Lebanese Littoral

City Prec PhG Eg NE Juss PhG Eg NE Mix PhG Eg NE
Damascus 7 7 0 0 2 2 0 0 2 2 0 0
MušiJuna 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 —
TOTAL 8 8 0 0 3 3 0 0 2 2 0 0

Southern Syria

City Prec PhG Eg NE Juss PhG Eg NE Mix PhG Eg NE
Aštaroth 2 2 0 0 — —
ZuJra 1 1 0 0 — —
King Zišamimi 1 1 0 0 — —
TOTAL 4 4 0 0 — —

The Bashan Area

City Prec PhG Eg NE Juss PhG Eg NE Mix PhG Eg NE
Hazor 1 1 0 0 — —
Šim‘on — 1 1 0 0 —
Acco — 2 2 0 0 —
AnaJarath 3 1 2 0 — 2 2 0 0
Megiddo 7 7 0 0 — 2 2 0 0
ReJob 4 4 0 0 — 2 2 0 0
[ . . . ]Gmete 2 2 0 0 — —
Ginti-Kirmil — 1 1 0 0 —
PeJel 3 3 0 0 — —
TOTAL 20 18 2 0 4 4 0 0 6 6 0 0

Galilee, the Coastal Plain of Acco, and the Northern Valley
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Observations

It must be noted that these findings are somewhat tenta-
tive. The majority of the cities offer only one or two letters,
which makes it difficult to accurately determine the nature of
a city’s writing system. However, when the letters are divided
into geographical groups, one is able to identify consistencies
and patterns in the corpus. For our purpose, the data reveal a
striking phenomenon in the use of the injunctive. The pattern
that emerges is of a geographical division, with the northern
and central cities preferring the precative and the southern and
 south- coastal opting for the jussive. The geographical division
forms a curve from the Phoenician coast south to the Acco
region, and then across to the Shephelah and the south of the
Central Hill Country (see Figure  1).

There are two main exceptions to the general geographi-
cal scheme: Jerusalem and Tyre. Long has it been recognized
that the Jerusalem letters, despite their southern geographical
location, pertain to a northern grammatical and orthographic
style.15 However, this situation is not surprising, as  Abdi- Veba
states that he was not the local ruler of Jerusalem but an
Egyptian puppet ruler.16 If  Abdi- Veba’s scribe was trained in
Egypt and then placed in Jerusalem, that would explain why
the correspondence reflects the “northern” or more conserva-

tive style. Similarly, Tyre’s position on the Phoenician coast
indicates that it should have made greater use of the jussive
injunctive than the precative. However, precatives make up
80.6% of the injunctives used. Like  Abdi- Veba,  Abi- milki
states that he was once a magnate of the Egyptian administra-
tion,17 and this statement is reinforced by the Egyptianisms
found in the letters.18 Therefore, these two centers were
unlike the other Canaanite cities: they were governed by mem-
bers of the Egyptian administration and consequently pro-
duced letters that were more conservative than those from
neighboring  cities.

e statistical data, when collated, offer a number of
insights into the linguistic division between the  northern-
 central and  southern- coastal centers. Overall the balance
between use of the precative and jussive injunctives is fairly even:
167 precatives (42.5%) and 186 jussives (47.3%), with the
mixed forms tallying 40 (10.2%). However, the figures diverge
when we divide the centers into our “northern” and “southern”
groupings. e letters from the  northern- central centers con-
tain 92 precatives (75.4%), 12 jussives (9.8%), and 18 mixed
forms (14.8%); while the  southern- coastal letters contain 75
precatives (28.2%), 169 jussives (63.5%), and 22 mixed forms
(8.3%). us, while the use of the different types of the injunc-
tive occurs relatively evenly throughout the Canaanite corpus as
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City Prec PhG Eg NE Juss PhG Eg NE Mix PhG Eg NE
Šechem 1 1 0 0 — —
Jerusalem 29 28 1 0 — 1 1 0 0
TOTAL 30 29 1 0 — 1 1 0 0

Central Hill Country

City Prec PhG Eg NE Juss PhG Eg NE Mix PhG Eg NE
Gezer 3 3 0 0 9 9 0 0 5 4 0 1
Gath 1 1 0 0 20 19 0 1 —
Lachiš — 2 2 0 0 —
Ašdod — 2 2 0 0 —
Ašqelon 1 1 0 0 2 2 0 0 1 1 0 0
TOTAL 5 5 0 0 35 34 0 1 6 5 0 1

The Shephelah and the Southern Coastal Plain

City Prec PhG Eg NE Juss PhG Eg NE Mix PhG Eg NE
Bayawa — 2 2 0 0 1 0 1 0
ŠipiTu-riSa — 1 1 0 0 —
Various — 2 2 0 0 1 1 0 0
TOTAL — 5 5 0 0 2 1 1 0

Unidentified Cities in Canaan
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a whole, a geographical evaluation reveals a division in its use:
the  northern- central cities preferred the precative, while the
 southern- coastal cities opted for the  jussive.

The data also show that there is no correlation between
the verbal form used and the cultural background of its subject.
An initial point of interest was to determine if the vassals
referred to themselves and their peers with the jussive and
reserved the Akkadian precative for the Pharaoh. The Byblos
corpus, for example, in all but two cases, uses the precative for
the Pharaoh. However, the use of the jussive with the Pharaoh
as subject is almost three times more frequent! In those cities
that used both the precative and the jussive, we find writers
oscillating between using the precative and the jussive, regard-
less of the verbs’ subjects. Thus, there is no correlation between
verbal form and  subject.

Analysis

e geographical pattern that has emerged from this analy-
sis is that the regions that had the longest contact with Egypt
tended to use jussives, while those cities whose submission to
Egypt was relatively recent tended to use precatives. Should one

view the use of the respective injunctive form as a reflection of a
city’s political relationship to Egypt, or is it a cultural indicator?
A recent study by E. F. Morris has examined the opening formu-
lae of the Amarna Letters to determine the level of obsequious-
ness on the part of the vassals.19 at study revealed geographi-
cal divisions in  Syria- Palestine, which are similar to those of the
 northern- central/southern- coastal division found here.20 It is
clear that during the Amarna Period, all cities and nations were
expected to write their international correspondence in Middle
Babylonian Akkadian. is is evident from the letters of the

“great powers”: Egypt, Assyria, Hatti, Mitanni, and Babylonia.21

Moran has noted that in the  Syro- Palestinian region, the north-
ern Canaanite cities oen wrote letters with a more consistent
use of Akkadian than the southern cities.22 is certainly is sup-
ported by what we have found in the geographical analysis of
the injunctive  verbs.

Is the style of language an indication that the  northern-
 central cities were more politically  co operative than the
 southern- coastal cities? Many  northern- central cities were on
the frontier of the Egyptian empire and at continual risk of
being attacked. For example,  Rib- Addi of Byblos constantly
complains about the advances of Amurru, the aApiru and the
Hittites. Yet it is the cities of this region that offer the most
linguistically conservative letters. Further, the only jussives
found in the Amurru letters appear in those from
 Abdi-Aširta,23 yet the letters from  Abdi- Aširta’s successor,
Aziru, who defected from Egypt to the Hittite empire, do not
contain a single jussive. The Tyrian letters, which contain
aspects of Egyptian royal ideology and religious philosophy,24

used precatives 80.6% of the time and often exhibit Middle
Babylonian rather than  West- Semitic grammar.25 Are we to
read this as political subordination of an Egyptian administra-
tor acting as governor? Or should we take the view that
 Abi-milki had a better understanding of Egyptian culture than
his contemporaries? The Jerusalem letters often included post-
scripts to the Egyptian officials directing how his message
should be presented to the Pharaoh.26  Abdi- Veba clearly
understood the dynamics of the Egyptian foreign office and
was attempting to get his message taken seriously by the
bureaucracy. It is proposed here that  Abi- milki used the same
tactic, but that exhibiting his knowledge of Egyptian culture
was an attempt to appeal to the Pharaoh as well as to the
bureaucrats. Thus, the content of these letters does not indi-
cate that the  northern- central rulers were more  subordinate.

It is also difficult to read the  southern- coastal cities’ use of
the jussive and other Canaanite verbal forms as evidence of a polit-
ical withdrawal or as an “anti- language.” Indeed, the southern let-
ters indicate that both friend and foe of the Egyptian empire occu-
pied the southern regions. In the south, the aApiru were causing
havoc, and disturbances were also created by Lab’ayu (Šechem),
Biryawaza (Damascus) and Etakkama (Qedeš), to name a few,
also created disturbances. Consequently, political turmoil and
rebellion were just as rife in the south as they were in the north.

Figure 1. The geographical  division.
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An interesting statistic arises from the Byblos correspondence: of
the last 45 letters from  Rib- Addi, only five contain precatives,27 as
opposed to the preceding 28 letters which contain 35 precatives.
ere is little evidence for  Rib- Addi’s use of the jussive represent-
ing an  anti- language. e character of  his letters does not change
aer EA 100—he was consistently argumentative throughout his
correspondence with the Pharaoh. As a result, the change in pref-
erence from precative to jussive cannot be viewed as a method of
political resistance. It is also noteworthy that the Canaanite let-
ters mostly took the form of requests, as it would be nonsensical
to write a request for aid to the suzerain in a politically antagonis-
tic style. us, it is difficult to view the use of the precative and jus-
sive as evidence of political (dis) loyalty.

If the difference between the  northern- central and
 southern- coastal cities’ use of the injunctive verbal forms was
not a matter of political loyalty, was it cultural? The
Canaanite cities were not uniform, but rather were made up of
various ethnicities and cultures.28 Despite the variety of cul-
tures, customs, and ethnicities in Canaan during the Amarna
period, a verbal system separate from Akkadian was used con-
sistently throughout the southern letters from  Syria- Palestine.
Young has proposed that the Canaanite verbal system found
in the Amarna Letters represents the influence of a

“Canaanite prestige language”29—that is, a language that was
used for communication between the Canaanite cities, much
as Akkadian was used for international communication. Thus,
in support of Young’s thesis, it is proposed here that in their
correspondence with the  Pharaoh, the  southern- coastal cities
coalesced Akkadian, the international prestige language, with
their local Canaanite prestige language.

What of the  northern- central cities—did they not possess a
prestige language? It appears that the situation there was quite
different. We know of two major languages that developed in
the north, Aramaic and Ugaritic, both of which almost certainly
share the same origin as Canaanite. However, the l- prefix is dif-
ferent in these languages. In Ugaritic, the l- prefix does not indi-
cate an injunctive verb; rather it acts only as the marker of the
asseverative (as in Akkadian) or as a vocative (as in Hebrew).30

e Sam’alian branch of Aramaic retained the l- prefix that disap-
peared in other branches by the first millennium.31 For example,
it is used in the Hadad inscription as a precative: lytkh, “may he
pour it” and l’kl, “may he eat.”32 us, we see the presence of an
l- prefix used in a precative sense in the area from the second to
the first  millennium.

It also appears that, compared to the southern-coastal cities,
the  northern- central scribes felt little need to incorporate the
local language into their correspondence with Egypt. e situa-
tion at Ugarit illustrates this most clearly. e archives from this
city show that Akkadian was used for economic texts, legal docu-
ments, and some international correspondence, while Ugaritic
was reserved for cultural texts (religious and literary).33 us, for
many of the northern Canaanite cities, the Akkadian precative
could well have been a familiar verbal conjugation. Indeed, if this

is correct, one could postulate that the mixed forms present in
these letters are not an imitation of the  East- Semitic precative,
but are the Canaanite version  proper.

Since a cultural reading of the presence of the jussive (and per-
haps the mixed form) seems far more likely, how then are we to
understand the distribution of the various injunctives? In a previ-
ous study, I have argued that the  West- Semitic features of the  Syro-
 Palestinian letters were used to attract the attention of Canaanites
who had been recruited into the Egyptian foreign office.34 at is,
by using  West- Semitic words and grammatical forms, the vassal
was making an attempt to establish a cultural connection with the
Canaanite officials in the Egyptian administration and thereby
win favor and have his request met quickly and efficiently.35 If the

“cultural connection” thesis is correct, the geographical distribu-
tion of the respective injunctives has a significant implication for
the situation in the Egyptian northern empire.

The relevant Canaanite centers would have had knowl-
edge of the Egyptian administration. The evidence for such a
view is found in the letters from  Abi- milki and  Abdi- Veba.
Indeed, Egypt’s influence in Asia was most consistent in the
areas to its immediate north, and along the Phoenician coast.36

This area of influence matches the regions of  Syria- Palestine
that used the jussive most prominently. Thus, it is possible that
what is found in the Canaanite Amarna Letters is an expres-
sion of familiarity with Egypt. The regions which have had the
longest contact with Egypt present the most divergent linguis-
tic data. Despite this linguistic diversity, communication
between Egypt and her southern and coastal vassals seems to
have continued unhindered. If the Egyptian foreign office
employed  West  Semites, one can understand how such varying
grammatical forms could be accommodated without affecting
the channel of communication. In this way, it is possible that
the  southern- coastal cities’ preference for the jussive was not
politically negative—an  anti- language—but a cultural identi-
fier used for political  gain.

Conclusion

is paper has conducted a geographical analysis of the
application of the precative and the jussive in the Canaanite let-
ters of the Amarna corpus. e study found a significant differ-
ence between the preference shown by the  northern- central
scribes and that shown by the  southern- coastal. It was then
argued that the basis for the scribes’ preference was not negative
or subversive politics, but a cultural symbol. e  southern-
 coastal scribes’ use of the Canaanite jussive verbal form repre-
sents a part of the scribal practice that combined the interna-
tional lingua anca of Akkadian with the southern Canaanite
prestige language. e  northern- central scribes, however, appear
to have reserved their local languages for cultural texts, using the
lingua anca for its intended  purpose of  international correspon-
dence—and in the case of the injunctive, the precative was the
more familiar form among the northern  cities.
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Notes

is is an expanded version of a paper presented on July 3, 2007 at
the 25th National Association of the Professors of Hebrew
International Conference on Hebrew Language and Literature held at
the University of Sydney. I would like to take this opportunity to give
special thanks to Dr. Robyn C. Vern (University of Sydney) for her ini-
tial work collecting the raw data for this project and to Alyssa
Coundouris for all her help with the map in Figure 1.
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