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Abstract 

The etymology of the Hebrew lexeme ʾādām (אָדָם) remains one of the most debated questions in 

Biblical Hebrew and Semitic philology. Although the relationship between ʾādām ("human, 

 has traditionally been regarded as self-evident, modern ("אדמה ,ground, soil") and ʾădāmāh ("אדם

historical-comparative linguistics has demonstrated that literary wordplay cannot, by itself, 

establish historical etymology. This study presents a systematic critical review of the principal 

etymological hypotheses concerning the Hebrew lexeme ʾādām, combining evidence from 

classical Hebrew lexicography, comparative Semitic linguistics, and recent philological 

scholarship. Primary lexical evidence was examined through the major Hebrew lexicons 

(Gesenius, Davidson, BDB, HALOT, DCH), while comparative data were analyzed from 

Akkadian, Ugaritic, Phoenician-Punic, Aramaic, Syriac, Arabic, and Geʽez using standard 

lexicographical resources (CAD, AHw, CDA, DULAT, DNWSI, CAL, Payne Smith, Lane, and 

Dillmann). The study also evaluates modern discussions concerning literary paronomasia, 

semantic development, and the distinction between historical etymology and narrative 

interpretation. The analysis demonstrates that the literary relationship between ʾādām and 

ʾădāmāh in Genesis is firmly established, whereas none of the proposed historical 

etymologies—including derivation from "ground," "red," or "blood"—can presently be 

demonstrated with philological certainty. The evidence instead supports the existence of a 

broader Semitic lexical-semantic network while indicating that the ultimate historical origin of 

ʾādām remains unresolved. By integrating classical lexicography, comparative Semitic evidence, 

and recent scholarship within a single methodological framework, this study provides a 

comprehensive synthesis of current research and clarifies the distinction between demonstrable 

historical evidence and interpretative reconstruction. 

Keywords: Adam; Biblical Hebrew; Hebrew etymology; Hebrew lexicography; Semitic 

etymology. 
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Introduction 

The name Adam (Heb. אָדָם) is one of the best-known and most extensively studied biblical names, 

both within the Jewish and Christian traditions and in contemporary biblical scholarship. Despite 

its extraordinary prominence throughout the history of religion, literature, and culture, the question 

of its original origin remains one of the unresolved problems of Semitic philology. In popular 

literature and in part of the earlier scholarly tradition, the name Adam has frequently been directly 

associated with the noun אֲדָמָה (ʾădāmāh, “ground,” “soil”), since, according to the biblical 

narrative, the human being was formed from the ground (Gen 2:7). However, the development of 

historical-comparative linguistics and modern Semitic lexicography has demonstrated that this 

association, although unquestionably significant from both a literary and theological perspective, 

does not in itself constitute evidence for the historical etymology of the lexeme .¹אָדָם  

The complexity of this question is further compounded by the fact that Biblical Hebrew contains 

several lexemes sharing the same consonantal sequence א־ד־ם, including the noun אָדָם (“man,” 

“human being,” “humankind”), the noun אֲדָמָה (“ground,” “soil”), the adjective אָדוֹם (“red”), the 

noun אֹדֶם (“red colour,” “ruby”), and the noun דָם (“blood”), which is phonetically related but 

whose historical relationship to the remaining lexemes continues to be a matter of scholarly debate. 

Their formal and semantic proximity has long attracted the attention of Hebraists; nevertheless, 

their historical relationship has yet to be conclusively established. The divergent explanations 

proposed by Gesenius, Brown–Driver–Briggs, Davidson, HALOT, and other leading 

lexicographers demonstrate that no complete scholarly consensus has been reached regarding 

either the origin of these lexemes or their mutual etymological relationships.² 

A survey of the contemporary scholarly literature reveals broad agreement that the lexemes אָדָם 

and אֲדָמָה are intentionally connected in the Genesis narrative through literary and semantic 

devices, including paronomasia, phonetic resemblance, and theological symbolism. At the same 

time, the overwhelming majority of modern scholars clearly distinguish this literary relationship 

from the question of historical etymology. In studies published over the past several decades, terms 

such as wordplay, paronomasia, alliteration, assonance, literary association, cognate, and narrative 

relationship occur considerably more frequently than categorical assertions that the name Adam is 

historically derived from the noun .³אֲדָמָה  

The aim of the present study is to provide a systematic account of the development of scholarly 

interpretations concerning the etymology of the lexeme אָדָם, from the classical Hebraic 

lexicography of the nineteenth century to the most recent studies published during the first quarter 

of the twenty-first century. Particular attention is devoted to the analysis of the principal Hebrew 

lexicons, the comparison of competing etymological hypotheses, and the comparative evidence 

drawn from other Semitic languages—Akkadian, Ugaritic, Phoenician-Punic, Aramaic, Syriac, 

Arabic, and Geʽez—in order to assess the extent to which they may contribute to the reconstruction 

of the historical origin of the lexeme אָדָם. In addition to the analysis of the Hebrew evidence, the 

study also includes a survey of the principal standard lexicographical resources for these Semitic 

languages, thereby enabling a systematic comparison of their lexical and semantic data.⁴ 



Željko Stanojević                                                                            Institute for Hebrew Language and Literature 

3 
 

The present study does not proceed from a preconceived etymological solution. Rather, its 

objective is not to confirm one of the existing hypotheses but to undertake a critical evaluation of 

their philological validity on the basis of primary lexicographical sources and the historical-

comparative method. Particular emphasis is placed on clearly distinguishing historically attested 

linguistic evidence from literary, theological, and folk etymologies, as well as on maintaining a 

rigorous methodological distinction between historical etymology and literary paronomasia. 

Indeed, the conflation of these two analytical levels constitutes one of the most persistent 

methodological problems in previous scholarship and remains one of the principal reasons why 

the origin of the lexeme אָדָם continues to be an unresolved question.⁵ 

The principal contribution of the present study lies in its integration of evidence drawn from the 

classical Hebrew lexicons, contemporary scholarship, and the standard lexicographical resources 

for the other Semitic languages into a unified comparative analysis. Such an approach makes it 

possible to examine critically, within a single analytical framework, all of the principal 

etymological hypotheses concerning the origin of the lexeme אָדָם, to evaluate the degree of their 

philological substantiation, and to distinguish clearly between historically demonstrable linguistic 

facts and interpretative reconstructions. The findings of the present study demonstrate that the 

historical etymology of the lexeme אָדָם cannot be reduced to a single, straightforward explanation 

but can only be understood within the broader framework of the Semitic lexical-semantic tradition 

and its subsequent literary development in Biblical Hebrew. 

Footnotes 

¹ See Gesenius, Thesaurus Philologicus Criticus Linguae Hebraeae et Chaldaeae Veteris Testamenti (1835–1858); 

Gesenius, A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament Scriptures (1847); Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); 

Davidson (1894); Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm (2001). 

² See Gesenius (1847); Davidson (1894); Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm (2001). 

³ See Hess (1988); Niskanen (2009); Collins (2011); Hussain (2013); Walker-Jones (2017); Thomas (2020); Saleem 

(2022); Almalech (2023); Dorfmann-Lazarev (2023); Chopra-McGowan (2024); Dike (2025); Mensah (2026). 

⁴ See The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago (CAD); von Soden, Akkadisches 

Handwörterbuch (AHw); Black, George & Postgate, A Concise Dictionary of Akkadian (CDA); Del Olmo Lete & 

Sanmartín, A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic Tradition (DULAT); Hoftijzer & Jongeling, 

Dictionary of the North-West Semitic Inscriptions (DNWSI); Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (CAL); Payne Smith, 

A Compendious Syriac Dictionary; Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon; Dillmann, Lexicon Linguae Aethiopicae. 

⁵ See Hess (1988); Collins (2011); Thomas (2020); Almalech (2023); Dorfmann-Lazarev (2023); Chopra-McGowan 

(2024). 
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Previous Scholarship 

The etymology of the name Adam constitutes one of the oldest and most enduring questions in 

Semitic philology. Although both general literature and popular interpretations almost invariably 

maintain that the name Adam is directly derived from the noun אֲדָמָה (“ground,” “soil”), the history 

of scholarly research demonstrates that this question has never received a definitive solution. Over 

the course of nearly two centuries, diverse philological approaches have emerged, differing both 

in methodology and in their conclusions. Whereas earlier lexicographers generally sought to 

explain the origin of the lexeme אדם on the basis of internal relationships within the Hebrew 

language, contemporary scholarship increasingly employs the historical-comparative linguistic 

method and clearly distinguishes historical etymology from the literary, narrative, and theological 

functions of the lexeme .¹אדם  

The modern scholarly discussion of the etymology of the lexeme אדם begins with the work of 

Wilhelm Gesenius. His Thesaurus Philologicus Criticus Linguae Hebraeae et Chaldaeae Veteris 

Testamenti, published between 1835 and 1858, represents the first systematic attempt to integrate 

Hebrew lexicography with comparative evidence drawn from other Semitic languages. Gesenius 

associates the lexemes אָדָם, אֲדָמָה, and אָדוֹם, considering the possibility of their common historical 

origin while devoting particular attention to the semantic relationships among the concepts of the 

human being, the ground, and the colour red.² 

Particularly significant is Edward Robinson's English translation of Gesenius's lexicon. This work 

facilitated the dissemination of Gesenius's methodology throughout Anglo-American biblical 

scholarship and, during the second half of the nineteenth century, became the principal reference 

work for the study of Biblical Hebrew. Robinson largely preserved Gesenius's etymological 

interpretations, thereby extending their influence among subsequent generations of Hebraists.³ 

In his Analytical Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon, Benjamin Davidson retained the fundamental 

principles of the classical Hebraic tradition while introducing a considerably more systematic 

grammatical approach. His work is especially noteworthy for its detailed analysis of every form in 

which the lexeme אדם occurs in the Masoretic Text. Davidson clearly distinguishes its use as a 

common noun, a collective designation, and a proper name, thereby providing one of the most 

comprehensive morphological analyses of this lexeme within classical Hebrew lexicography.⁴ 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Brown–Driver–Briggs published A Hebrew and English 

Lexicon of the Old Testament, which would become the standard reference work for virtually all 

students of Biblical Hebrew over the following decades. BDB systematically distinguishes the 

various functions of the lexeme אדם, identifying its use in the senses of “man,” “human being,” 

“humankind,” and the proper name Adam. At the same time, it acknowledges its close relationship 

with the noun אֲדָמָה while refraining from drawing a definitive conclusion regarding their historical 

etymological relationship. In this respect, BDB represents an important transitional stage between 

the classical lexicography of the nineteenth century and the more methodologically cautious 

approaches characteristic of modern scholarship.⁵ 

The most significant advance in modern Hebrew lexicography is represented by The Hebrew and 

Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (HALOT). Unlike its predecessors, HALOT consistently 
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incorporates comparative evidence from Akkadian, Ugaritic, Aramaic, Syriac, Arabic, and other 

Semitic languages. Its greatest methodological contribution, however, lies in its pronounced 

caution when drawing etymological conclusions. Whenever the available evidence does not permit 

a secure historical reconstruction, the authors of HALOT deliberately refrain from making 

categorical assertions, a methodological restraint that constitutes one of the most important 

distinctions between HALOT and a number of earlier lexicographical works.⁶ 

In addition to the general Hebrew lexicons, specialized etymological and comparative reference 

works have also made substantial contributions to the study of the lexeme אדם. The Dictionary of 

Classical Hebrew (DCH) constitutes one of the most comprehensive modern analyses of Biblical 

Hebrew vocabulary, devoting particular attention to the semantic development of individual 

lexemes across diverse textual corpora. Although primarily theological in orientation, the 

Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament (TDOT) provides detailed philological analyses of 

key Hebrew terms, including the lexeme אדם, while examining its usage within the various literary 

and historical strata of the Old Testament. In his etymological dictionary of Modern Hebrew, 

Ernest Klein continues the tradition of historical-etymological research by tracing the relationship 

between Biblical Hebrew and the subsequent development of the Hebrew language.⁷ 

The development of Hebrew lexicography was paralleled by the emergence of historical-

comparative Semitic linguistics. In his Semitic Languages: Outline of a Comparative Grammar, 

Edward Lipiński emphasizes that etymological reconstructions must be based exclusively upon 

attested historical forms and regular sound correspondences. A comparable methodological 

approach is adopted in the contemporary reference work The Semitic Languages: An International 

Handbook, edited by Rainer Voigt, as well as in Tropper's Ugaritische Grammatik. Collectively, 

these studies provide the methodological foundation of modern Semitic etymology and clearly 

demonstrate that the historical origin of a given lexeme cannot be established solely on the basis 

of internal relationships within a single language.⁸ 

Alongside the general grammars and lexicons, specialized dictionaries of individual Semitic 

languages constitute an equally important body of evidence. Of particular significance for 

Akkadian are the Chicago Assyrian Dictionary (CAD) and the Akkadisches Handwörterbuch 

(AHw); for Ugaritic, the Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic Tradition 

(DULAT); for the Northwest Semitic languages, the Dictionary of the North-West Semitic 

Inscriptions (DNWSI); for Aramaic, the Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (CAL); for Syriac, 

Payne Smith's Compendious Syriac Dictionary; for Arabic, Lane's Arabic–English Lexicon; and 

for the Ethiopian Semitic languages, Leslau's Comparative Dictionary of Geʽez. Although these 

works do not provide a direct solution to the etymology of the name Adam, they constitute the 

principal comparative corpus upon which contemporary historical-linguistic research is founded.⁹ 

The historical development of classical Hebrew lexicography reveals a gradual shift in 

methodological orientation. Whereas earlier scholars more frequently sought to propose a single 

dominant etymological explanation, modern lexicography displays a considerably greater degree 

of methodological restraint. It is precisely this shift that provides the point of departure for the 

analysis of the contemporary scholarly studies examined in the remainder of this chapter. 
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The development of scholarship during the twenty-first century reflects a significant change in the 

manner in which the lexeme אָדָם is investigated. In contrast to earlier lexicographical studies, 

which were primarily concerned with reconstructing its historical etymology, contemporary 

scholars increasingly focus on its literary function, semantic development, and theological role 

within the biblical text. Although their methodologies differ, one characteristic common to 

virtually all recent studies is the explicit distinction between historical etymology and the literary 

paronomasia linking אדם and .¹⁰אדמה  

One of the most significant contributions to the contemporary discussion is Richard S. Hess's 

article, Adam as "Skin" and "Earth": An Examination of Some Proposed Meanings in Biblical 

Hebrew. Hess critically evaluates several proposed etymologies of the lexeme אדם and 

demonstrates that a number of earlier interpretations are not supported by sufficiently robust 

philological evidence. He particularly cautions against the automatic transfer of meanings attested 

in other Semitic languages to Biblical Hebrew in the absence of historically verifiable phonological 

and semantic correspondences. In doing so, Hess establishes one of the fundamental 

methodological principles of contemporary Semitic etymological research.¹¹ 

Paul Niskanen approaches the question from the perspective of literary poetics in his study The 

Poetics of Adam: The Creation of ha'adam in the Image of 'elohîm. Through his analysis of Genesis 

1–2, he demonstrates that ha-adam functions simultaneously as an individual and as the collective 

representative of humanity. Niskanen does not attempt to reconstruct the historical etymology of 

the name Adam; rather, he emphasizes the multilayered nature of its literary significance and 

cautions against conflating the theological function of the narrative with the historical origin of the 

lexeme itself.¹² 

C. John Collins adopts a comparable approach. In his studies of Genesis, Collins distinguishes the 

common noun אדם from the proper name Adam and demonstrates that, over the course of the 

narrative, the same lexeme gradually develops from the general sense of “human being” into the 

function of a personal name. He further emphasizes that the relationship between אדם and אדמה 

constitutes a literary wordplay rather than evidence of historical etymology. Collins likewise 

maintains that Adam is simultaneously a historical and representative figure, serving as the 

representative of all humankind.¹³ 

Yasir Saleem investigates the relationship between the creation account in Genesis and 

corresponding motifs in the Book of Job. Through an analysis of the lexemes אדם, אדמה, עפר, and 

 he demonstrates that the later biblical texts develop an intricate network of literary allusions ,נשמה

to the creation narrative. His analysis consistently distinguishes the literary relationship between 

 from the question of their historical etymology, thereby reinforcing the אדמה and אדם

methodological approach characteristic of the majority of contemporary scholarship.¹⁴ 

Saqib Hussain approaches the subject from a different perspective by examining the traditions 

concerning the teaching of Adam's names in Jewish and Islamic literature. His study is concerned 

not with the historical etymology of the lexeme אדם but with the development of the tradition 

surrounding the first human being within different religious communities. Nevertheless, his 

analysis demonstrates the extent to which the meaning of the name Adam gradually moved beyond 
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narrowly philological concerns over the centuries and became embedded within a broader 

framework of religious and cultural symbolism.¹⁵ 

Arthur Walker-Jones investigates the ecological dimension of the biblical texts and the relationship 

between humanity and the earth. In his analyses, אדם and אדמה constitute a fundamental literary 

association that underscores humanity's responsibility toward the created world. He consistently 

interprets this relationship as a literary and theological motif rather than as evidence of historical 

etymology.¹⁶ 

A similar conclusion emerges from Michael K. Mensah's study of Psalm 90. Examining the use of 

the lexeme אדם in this psalm, Mensah demonstrates that it evokes the noun אדמה and the creation 

narrative in which humanity is formed from the ground. At the same time, however, he explicitly 

characterizes this relationship as a literary association, or cognate relationship, rather than as 

evidence of a demonstrable historical etymology. In doing so, he confirms that contemporary 

biblical exegesis clearly distinguishes literary symbolism from historical-linguistic conclusions.¹⁷ 

Mark McEntire examines the earliest strata of the J tradition and the role of the first human being 

in the Genesis narrative. His analysis demonstrates that the relationship between אדם and אדמה 

constitutes one of the principal literary motifs of the J source, particularly in connection with 

humanity's vocation to cultivate the ground. Nevertheless, McEntire likewise does not invoke this 

relationship as evidence for the historical origin of the lexeme .¹⁸אדם  

Mathilde Frey examines the narrative structure of Genesis 3–5 and highlights the significance of 

the Masoretic textual divisions. She devotes particular attention to the fact that in Genesis 5:2 the 

designation Adam is applied to humanity as a whole ("male and female he created them ... and 

called their name Adam"). Her study contributes to a better understanding of the semantic 

development of the lexeme אדם but does not address its historical etymology.¹⁹ 

Uzoma Amos Dike approaches the Genesis narrative from the perspective of feminist 

hermeneutics. On the basis of a grammatical analysis of the expression ha-adam, he argues that, 

in the earliest sections of the narrative, this lexeme primarily denotes the human being or humanity 

rather than a masculine proper name. Dike accepts the literary relationship between אדם and אדמה 

but interprets it within the framework of anthropological and ecological symbolism rather than as 

evidence for a historical etymology.²⁰ 

Igor Dorfmann-Lazarev, in his extensive comparative study of primordial human beings in the 

biblical tradition, explicitly states that the etymological relationship between אדם and אדמה remains 

uncertain. At the same time, he emphasizes that the literary wordplay between these two lexemes 

is unquestionably intentional and constitutes one of the principal stylistic features of the creation 

narrative. He even proposes the translation earthling as a literary equivalent for אדם in certain 

contexts, while clearly distinguishing this translational solution from historical etymology.²¹ 

Cathleen K. Chopra-McGowan offers one of the most recent and methodologically innovative 

contributions to the discussion. In her analysis of Deuteronomy 20:19–20, she proposes that אדם 

in this passage does not denote a human being but rather a rare masculine variant of the noun אדמה. 
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Although this hypothesis is confined to a single textual context, it demonstrates that the meaning 

of the lexeme אדם continues to be the subject of active philological debate.²² 

A separate category comprises studies that do not investigate directly the etymology of the name 

Adam but nevertheless make a significant contribution to understanding its reception and 

interpretation. Particularly noteworthy are Suzanne R. Millar's studies of the motifs of dust, the 

body, and the earth in the Book of Job, together with numerous investigations that examine 

humanity's relationship to the earth through the lens of ecological hermeneutics. These studies 

confirm that the literary relationship among אדם, אדמה, and עפר has become one of the central 

themes of contemporary biblical anthropology.²³ 

The history of the interpretation of the name Adam may also be traced through the earlier 

dictionaries of biblical names. Hitchcock's Bible Names Dictionary (1869) records the meanings 

"earthy" and "red," thereby reflecting the traditional Anglo-American interpretations of the 

nineteenth century. Similar explanations are found in Strong's Concordance and in other popular 

biblical reference works. Although these publications do not possess the methodological rigor of 

contemporary Semitic philology, they nevertheless constitute valuable evidence for the history of 

the interpretation of the name Adam.²⁴ 

Contemporary onomastic studies, including the Onomastikon of Biblical Names, seek to integrate 

the findings of classical Hebraic scholarship, modern lexicography, and historical linguistics. Their 

principal contribution lies in the systematization of existing interpretations, whereas fundamental 

etymological conclusions must continue to rest upon primary philological sources and the 

comparative analysis of the Semitic languages.²⁵ 

The survey of previous scholarship demonstrates that the nearly two centuries of research devoted 

to the lexeme אדם have witnessed a significant methodological transformation. Whereas earlier 

scholars primarily sought a single etymological explanation for the origin of the name Adam, 

contemporary research increasingly distinguishes historical etymology from the literary, narrative, 

and theological functions of the lexeme. Virtually all modern scholars acknowledge the existence 

of an intentional literary relationship between אדם and אדמה, while at the same time maintaining 

that this relationship, in itself, does not constitute sufficient evidence for their common historical 

origin. It is precisely this methodological distinction that provides the point of departure for the 

philological analysis presented in the following chapters of the present study. 

¹ See Lipiński (2001); Voigt (2012). 

² See Gesenius (1835–1858). 

³ See Gesenius (1847). 

⁴ See Davidson (1894). 

⁵ See Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907). 

⁶ See Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm (1994–2000; English ed. 2001). 

⁷ See Clines (1993–2011); Botterweck, Ringgren & Fabry (TDOT); Klein (1987). 

⁸ See Lipiński (2001); Tropper (2000); Voigt (2012). 

⁹ See CAD (1956–2011); AHw (1965–1981); DULAT (2003); DNWSI (1995); CAL; Payne 

Smith (1903); Lane (1863–1893); Leslau (1987). 

¹⁰ See Hess (1988); Niskanen (2009); Collins (2011); Walker-Jones (2017); Saleem (2022); 
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Dorfmann-Lazarev (2023); McEntire (2025); Dike (2025); Mensah (2026). 

¹¹ Hess, Richard S. “Adam as ‘Skin’ and ‘Earth’: An Examination of Some Proposed Meanings 

in Biblical Hebrew.” Tyndale Bulletin 39 (1988): 103–120. 

¹² Niskanen, Paul. “The Poetics of Adam: The Creation of ha’adam in the Image of ’elohîm.” 

Journal of Biblical Literature 128, no. 3 (2009): 417–436. 

¹³ Collins, C. John. Did Adam and Eve Really Exist? Who They Were and Why You Should 

Care. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011. 

¹⁴ Saleem, Yasir. “Is Everybody Human? The Relationship between Adam, Adama and Dam in 

Gen. 2.4b–3.24 and Job 4–5.” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament. 

¹⁵ Hussain, Saqib. “Adam and the Names.” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 

88, no. 1 (2025): 1–26. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0041977X24000600. 

¹⁶ Walker-Jones, Arthur. The Green Psalter: Resources for an Ecological Spirituality. 

Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2017. 

¹⁷ Mensah, Michael K. “‘You Flood Them with Sleep’ (Ps 90:5): Human Transience in the 

Hebrew Bible and in African Indigenous Sacred Texts.” In die Skriflig 60, no. 1 (2026): a3263. 

https://doi.org/10.4102/ids.v60i1.3263. 

¹⁸ McEntire, Mark. “The Shape of Primeval J at the Moment of Compilation.” Religions 16, no. 

10 (2025): 1217. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel16101217. 

¹⁹ Frey, Mathilde. “Reframing Genesis 3:16: Eve’s Creation Memoir.” Religions 15, no. 9 

(2024): 1115. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel15091115. 

²⁰ Dike, Uzoma Amos. “Adam and Adamah: A Feminist Re-examination of Gender and 

Environment in the Yahwist’s Narrative.” Perspectiva Teológica (2025). 

²¹ Dorfmann-Lazarev, Igor. “The Primordial Human Beings According to the Biblical Tradition.” 

Philologia 44 (2023): 11–39. https://doi.org/10.60055/phl.2023.44.11-39. 

²² Chopra-McGowan, Cathleen K. “The Enigma of Deuteronomy 20:19–20.” Vetus 

Testamentum 75, no. 2 (2025): 155–176. https://doi.org/10.1163/15685330-bja10176. 

²³ Millar, Suzanna R. “The Ecology of Death in the Book of Job.” Biblical Interpretation 30 

(2022): 265–293. https://doi.org/10.1163/15685152-20211629. 

²⁴ Hitchcock, Roswell D. Hitchcock’s Bible Names Dictionary. In Hitchcock’s New and 

Complete Analysis of the Holy Bible. New York, 1869; Strong, James. The Exhaustive 

Concordance of the Bible. Nashville: Abingdon, 1890. 

²⁵ Stanojević, Željko. Onomastikon of Biblical Names. Vol. I: Old Testament Names. Preview 

edition, 2026. 

 

Methodology 

The subject of the present study is a philological analysis of the etymology of the lexeme אָדָם in 

Biblical Hebrew. The aim of this study is not to propose a new etymology but rather to provide a 

critical evaluation of the existing etymological hypotheses on the basis of primary lexicographical 

sources, comparative Semitic evidence, and contemporary scholarly literature.¹ 

The investigation is founded upon the historical-comparative method, applied in accordance with 

the principles of modern Semitic linguistics. The analysis is based on the comparison of 

phonological, morphological, lexical, and semantic data drawn from related Semitic languages, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0041977X24000600
https://doi.org/10.4102/ids.v60i1.3263
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel16101217
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel15091115
https://doi.org/10.60055/phl.2023.44.11-39
https://doi.org/10.1163/15685330-bja10176
https://doi.org/10.1163/15685152-20211629
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while adhering to established sound correspondences and the historical development of individual 

lexemes. Accordingly, formal or phonetic similarity between words has not been accepted as 

sufficient evidence of common origin unless corroborated by broader comparative evidence.² 

Particular methodological importance in the present study is attached to the primary 

lexicographical sources. The analysis of the Hebrew material is based primarily upon Gesenius's 

Thesaurus Philologicus Criticus Linguae Hebraeae et Chaldaeae Veteris Testamenti, Gesenius's 

Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon in Edward Robinson's English translation, Davidson's Analytical 

Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon, the Brown–Driver–Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (BDB), 

and The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (HALOT). The conclusions presented 

in this study are based primarily on the evidence explicitly affirmed or rejected by these lexicons 

rather than on their subsequent interpretation in the secondary literature.³ 

In order to assess the broader Semitic distribution of the root א־ד־ם, a comparative analysis was 

undertaken using the standard lexicographical resources for Akkadian, Ugaritic, Phoenician-Punic, 

Aramaic, Syriac, Arabic, and Geʽez. For this purpose, the following reference works were 

consulted: The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago (CAD), 

Akkadisches Handwörterbuch (AHw), A Concise Dictionary of Akkadian (CDA), A Dictionary 

of the Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic Tradition (DULAT), Dictionary of the North-West 

Semitic Inscriptions (DNWSI), Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (CAL), Payne Smith's A 

Compendious Syriac Dictionary, Lane's Arabic–English Lexicon, and Dillmann's Lexicon 

Linguae Aethiopicae. For each of the languages examined, consideration was given to whether 

attested lexemes denoting a human being, the ground, the colour red, blood, or skin were present 

and whether the lexicographical sources themselves affirm or reject an etymological relationship 

among these lexemes.⁴ 

The methodological procedure adopted in this study was directed not only toward the collection 

of positive evidence but also toward the analysis of negative lexicographical findings. Particular 

attention was devoted to cases in which the leading lexicons explicitly do not support the proposed 

etymological relationships between individual lexemes. Thus, for example, DULAT leaves the 

etymological relationship among the Ugaritic forms unresolved; CAL consistently distinguishes 

the Aramaic dm (“blood”) from ʾdm (“Adam/human being”); Lane does not derive the Arabic َآدم 

from lexemes denoting blood; and Dillmann does not relate the Geʽez ደም etymologically to አዳም. 

In the present study, such negative findings are accorded the same evidential value as positive 

attestations, since they define the limits of the currently available etymological reconstructions.⁵ 

In addition to the lexicographical analysis, contemporary philological and exegetical scholarship 

concerning the lexeme אָדָם has also been examined. However, the studies of Richard S. Hess, Paul 

Niskanen, C. John Collins, Yasir Saleem, Samuel Thomas, Mony Almalech, Igor Dorfmann-

Lazarev, Cathleen K. Chopra-McGowan, Uzoma Amos Dike, and other scholars have been 

employed primarily for the analysis of the literary function, semantic development, and history of 

interpretation of this lexeme, rather than as direct evidence for its historical etymology. In this 

way, the evidential value of the primary lexicographical sources has been clearly distinguished 

from the interpretative value of the contemporary scholarly literature.⁶ 
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One of the principal methodological premises of this study is the consistent distinction between 

historical etymology and literary paronomasia. The presence of phonetic or semantic relationships 

among the lexemes  ֹדֶםאָדָם, אֲדָמָה, אָדוֹם, א , and דָם in the biblical text has not been regarded as 

sufficient evidence of their common historical origin unless such a conclusion is supported by 

historical-comparative analysis and the primary lexicographical sources. For the same reason, the 

literary wordplay found in Genesis, although indisputable, has not been equated with historical 

etymology.⁷ 

The results obtained through the application of these methods have been synthesized by means of 

a critical comparison of the individual etymological hypotheses. For each hypothesis, the 

arguments supporting the proposed interpretation, the arguments opposing it, and the degree of its 

philological plausibility have been evaluated. On the basis of this analysis, historically attested 

facts have been consistently distinguished from interpretative reconstructions and from questions 

that, in light of the available evidence, remain unresolved. 

Footnotes 

¹ See Lipiński (2001); Voigt (2012). 

² See Lipiński (2001); Tropper (2000); Voigt (2012). 

³ See Gesenius (1835–1858); Gesenius (1847); Davidson (1894); Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); Koehler, 

Baumgartner & Stamm (2001). 

⁴ See The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago (1956–2011); von Soden, 

Akkadisches Handwörterbuch (1965–1981); Black, George & Postgate, A Concise Dictionary of Akkadian (2000); 

Del Olmo Lete & Sanmartín, A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic Tradition (2003); Hoftijzer & 

Jongeling, Dictionary of the North-West Semitic Inscriptions (1995); Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (CAL); 

Payne Smith (1903); Lane (1863–1893); Dillmann (1865). 

⁵ See HALOT (2001); DULAT (2003); DNWSI (1995); CAL; Lane (1863–1893); Dillmann (1865). 

⁶ See Hess (1988); Niskanen (2009); Collins (2011); Hussain (2013); Walker-Jones (2017); Thomas (2020); Saleem 

(2022); Millar (2022); Almalech (2023); Dorfmann-Lazarev (2023); Chopra-McGowan (2025); Dike (2025); 

McEntire (2025); Mensah (2026). 

⁷ See Hess (1988); Collins (2011); Thomas (2020); Saleem (2022); Dorfmann-Lazarev (2023); Chopra-McGowan 

(2025). 

 

The Lexeme אָדָם in Biblical Hebrew 

The lexeme אָדָם (ʾādām) is one of the most significant nouns in Biblical Hebrew, both from a 

linguistic and a theological perspective. Its semantic complexity, extensive usage, and intricate 

relationship to other Hebrew lexemes have made it the subject of numerous philological, 

lexicographical, and exegetical studies since the beginnings of modern Hebrew scholarship. Unlike 

most biblical proper names, the lexeme אָדָם does not function exclusively as an anthroponym 

within the Hebrew text but encompasses a broad range of meanings determined by its grammatical 

form, syntactic position, and immediate literary context.¹ 

Orthographically, the lexeme consists of three consonants: aleph (א), dalet (ד), and mem (ם), that 

is, the consonantal sequence א־ד־ם. According to the Masoretic vocalization, its standard Tiberian 

form is אָדָם (ʾādām). The initial aleph carries the vowel qameṣ, while the final mem concludes the 

noun without any additional suffix. In Modern Israeli Hebrew, the initial aleph is generally no 
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longer realized as a distinct consonantal sound, and the name is therefore pronounced 

approximately as Adam. Scholarly transliteration, however, retains the symbol ʾ to represent the 

original aleph.² 

From a grammatical perspective, אָדָם is a masculine singular noun. Its syntactic function, however, 

extends well beyond the ordinary usage of nouns of this type. Throughout different sections of the 

Hebrew biblical corpus, the same lexical form may denote an individual human being, humanity 

in general, humankind collectively, or the first human being as a proper name. This semantic 

polyvalence constitutes one of the defining characteristics of the lexeme and is one of the principal 

reasons why its analysis requires a careful distinction between grammatical form and semantic 

function.³ 

Of particular significance is the form with the definite article, הָאָדָם (ha-ʾādām), which occurs far 

more frequently than the anarthrous form in the earliest chapters of Genesis. Most contemporary 

scholars maintain that, in these contexts, the form with the definite article primarily denotes "the 

human being," "the human," or "humankind," whereas the form without the article gradually 

develops into a proper name. In other words, the biblical narrative depicts a process in which a 

common noun becomes an anthroponym. In contemporary onomastic theory, this process is 

referred to as onymization, namely, the transformation of a common noun into a proper name.⁴ 

The lexicographical evidence demonstrates that the semantic range of the lexeme אָדָם encompasses 

several closely related meanings. Gesenius distinguishes the individual human being, the human 

race, and the first human being, while noting the relationship of this lexeme to the noun אֲדָמָה and 

the adjective אָדוֹם. Davidson retains a similar classification but devotes particular attention to the 

grammatical distribution of the various forms. Brown–Driver–Briggs systematically distinguishes 

the meanings "man," "human being," "humankind," and "Adam" as a proper name, whereas 

HALOT further emphasizes the necessity of distinguishing lexical meaning from etymological 

assumptions.⁵ 

It is important to emphasize that contemporary Semitic philology increasingly distinguishes among 

three closely related yet methodologically distinct questions. The first concerns the meaning of the 

lexeme אָדָם in specific biblical texts. The second concerns its historical etymology and the possible 

origin of the root א־ד־ם. The third concerns the literary relationship among the lexemes אָדָם, אֲדָמָה, 

and אָדוֹם within the Genesis narrative. Contemporary scholarship is virtually unanimous in 

cautioning against conflating these three levels of analysis. The fact that two lexemes exhibit an 

evident literary or semantic relationship does not, in itself, constitute evidence for their common 

historical origin.⁶ 

An additional level of complexity arises from the fact that אָדָם is not the only Hebrew term denoting 

a human being. Biblical Hebrew also employs the nouns ׁאִיש (ʾîš), ׁאֱנוֹש (ʾĕnôš), and גֶבֶר (geber), 

each of which possesses its own semantic nuances and functions within distinct stylistic and 

literary contexts. An understanding of the relationship among these lexemes constitutes an 

essential prerequisite for determining accurately the meaning of the lexeme אָדָם in individual 

biblical passages and will be examined in detail later in this study.⁷ 
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On the basis of the foregoing philological observations, it may be concluded that the lexeme אָדָם 

represents a considerably more complex linguistic phenomenon than its conventional translation 

as "man" or "Adam" might suggest. Its grammatical multifunctionality, broad semantic range, and 

diverse patterns of usage throughout the biblical text provide the foundation for understanding 

both its historical etymology and its subsequent development in other Semitic and Indo-European 

languages. For this reason, the following chapter will examine the semantic range of the lexeme 

 .in detail before turning to the question of its possible historical origin אָדָם

Footnotes 

¹ See Gesenius (1847); Davidson (1894); Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm (2001). 

² See Gesenius (1847); Davidson (1894); HALOT (2001). 

³ See Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); HALOT (2001); DCH. 

⁴ See Collins (2011); Niskanen (2009); Frey (2024); Dike (2025). 

⁵ See Gesenius (1835–1858); Gesenius (1847); Davidson (1894); Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); Koehler, 

Baumgartner & Stamm (2001). 

⁶ See Hess (1988); Collins (2011); Saleem (2022); Dorfmann-Lazarev (2023); Chopra-McGowan (2024). 

⁷ See Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); HALOT (2001); TDOT. 

 

The Lexemes of the א־ד־ם Family in the Qumran Scrolls 

The lexemes belonging to the א־ד־ם family are not confined to the Masoretic textual tradition but 

are also well attested in the Qumran scrolls. Of particular importance to the present study is the 

Great Isaiah Scroll (1QIsaa), the most complete extant biblical manuscript discovered at Qumran, 

which permits direct comparison with the Masoretic Text. As the author, I draw primarily upon 

this scroll as evidence for the presence of the lexemes examined in the present study within the 

Qumran corpus, since I have previously undertaken an orthographic, codicological, and 

translational study of this manuscript. 

An examination of the Great Isaiah Scroll demonstrates that the noun אֲדָמָה occurs on several 

occasions, exhibiting only minor orthographic differences in comparison with the Masoretic 

tradition. In Column 28, the lexeme אֲדָמָה is attested, while the editorial analysis identifies the 

addition of the definite article as well as orthographic differences in the spelling of the word-final 

element between the Qumran manuscript and the Masoretic Text. At the same time, the 

accompanying commentary confirms that the lexeme denotes "the ground" or "the earth," 

explicitly noting that אֲדָמָה is a feminine noun.¹ 

The lexeme אָדָם is likewise attested in the Great Isaiah Scroll. In Column 44, the editorial analysis 

records the addition of the letter ה to produce the definite form of the noun, whereas in Column 47 

the lexeme אָדָם appears at a point where the corresponding word is absent from the Masoretic Text. 

Such examples demonstrate that the Qumran textual tradition not only preserves but also actively 

employs the lexeme אָדָם. The differences observed between the manuscript traditions concern 

orthography or the presence of individual words rather than their fundamental semantic value.² 

Furthermore, the same column contains the lexeme אֲדָמָה in the well-known expression "let the 

earth open," accompanied by textual differences between the Qumran and Masoretic traditions in 
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the concluding portion of the verse. These examples confirm that both אדם and אדמה formed an 

integral part of the earliest extant biblical manuscript tradition and that their principal semantic 

values were already well established during the Qumran period.³ 

The presence of both lexemes in 1QIsaa, together with their attestation in other Qumran 

manuscripts, demonstrates the continuity of their usage from the Second Temple period through 

the later Masoretic tradition. Although the Qumran evidence does not, in itself, resolve the question 

of the historical etymology of these lexemes, it confirms their stable usage within one of the earliest 

surviving corpora of Biblical Hebrew. 

Footnotes 

¹ Željko Stanojević, Kumranski spisi: dokaz verodostojnosti Biblije. Vol. 2: Tajna Isaijinog svitka (Belgrade: 

Institute for Hebrew Language, 2012), Column 28, pp. 112–113. 

² Stanojević (2012), Column 44, p. 176; Column 47, p. 189. 

³ Stanojević (2012), Column 47, p. 189. 

Semantic Range of the Lexeme אָדָם 

One of the defining characteristics of the lexeme אָדָם is its remarkably broad semantic range. 

Unlike the majority of Hebrew nouns, whose primary meaning remains relatively stable, the 

lexeme אָדָם in Biblical Hebrew may denote an individual human being, a human being in general, 

the whole of humankind, the first human being as a historical figure, or even a collective concept 

encompassing humanity as a whole. It is precisely this semantic polyvalence that constitutes one 

of the principal reasons why neither its meaning nor its etymology can be adequately understood 

without careful consideration of the immediate linguistic and literary context.¹ 

The classical Hebrew lexicons generally distinguish several principal meanings of the lexeme אָדָם. 

Gesenius notes that it may denote an individual human being (man), a human being in the general 

sense (human being), humanity as a collective (mankind), and the first human being, Adam, as a 

proper name. At the same time, he points to its possible historical relationship with the lexemes 

 while clearly distinguishing lexical meaning from etymological interpretation.² ,אָדוֹם and אֲדָמָה

Davidson adopts a similar classification but places additional emphasis on the grammatical 

function of the various forms. In his analysis, the same lexical form may denote a member of the 

human race, an individual within the narrative, or the first human being as a historical figure. 

Particular attention is devoted to distinguishing forms with the definite article from those without 

it, since, in Davidson's view, it is precisely the syntactic context that determines which meaning is 

activated in a given passage.³ 

Brown–Driver–Briggs classifies the meanings of the lexeme אָדָם into four principal categories. 

The first denotes an individual human being, the second humanity as a collective, the third the 

human race in contrast to God or the animals, and the fourth Adam as a proper name. The authors 

of BDB emphasize that the same lexical form may shift from one semantic category to another 

according to its context and therefore cannot be interpreted independently of the broader narrative 

framework.⁴ 
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HALOT further develops this approach by emphasizing that the lexeme אָדָם constitutes an example 

of a noun whose semantic range evolved throughout the various stages of the composition of the 

biblical texts. In addition to the basic meaning "man" or "human being," HALOT distinguishes its 

collective use for humanity, its generic use for the human race, and its function as the proper name 

Adam. Characteristically, HALOT refrains from drawing etymological conclusions solely from 

semantic meanings, maintaining that historical etymology requires an independent comparative 

analysis.⁵ 

Contemporary exegetical scholarship has further expanded our understanding of the semantic 

range of this lexeme. Collins argues that the opening chapters of Genesis portray a gradual 

transition from a common noun to a proper name. In the initial chapters, the expression הָאָדָם (ha-

ʾādām) primarily denotes "the human being," that is, the representative of the human race, whereas 

only later does the same lexeme acquire the function of a personal name. Collins regards this 

development as an integral element of the literary structure of the narrative.⁶ 

Paul Niskanen reaches a similar conclusion, arguing that the Genesis narrative intentionally 

exploits the semantic polyvalence of the lexeme אדם. According to his interpretation, the narrator 

simultaneously speaks of one individual human being and of humanity as a whole. This deliberate 

ambiguity serves as a literary device through which the first human being is portrayed as the 

representative of the entire human community. Consequently, Niskanen maintains that the 

individual and collective meanings of this lexeme cannot always be rigidly separated.⁷ 

Uzoma Amos Dike likewise emphasizes that the expression הָאָדָם in the opening chapters of 

Genesis should not automatically be translated as the proper name Adam. According to his 

analysis, in the majority of the earliest contexts the expression denotes the human being or 

humanity, whereas its function as a proper name develops only gradually over the course of the 

narrative. This interpretation is further supported by Mathilde Frey, whose analysis of Genesis 5:2 

demonstrates that the designation Adam encompasses both the man and the woman, that is, 

humanity as a whole.⁸ 

On the basis of the available lexicographical and exegetical evidence, it may be concluded that the 

lexeme אָדָם in Biblical Hebrew does not possess a single, fixed meaning. Rather, its semantic range 

embraces several closely interconnected functions extending from the general designation of a 

human being to the proper name of the first human being. Consequently, the historical etymology 

of this lexeme cannot be derived from any one of its individual meanings in isolation but must 

instead take into account the full spectrum of its usage throughout Biblical Hebrew. This 

constitutes one of the fundamental methodological principles of contemporary Semitic philology 

and provides the point of departure for the etymological analysis presented in the following 

chapter.⁹ 

Footnotes 

¹ See Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); HALOT (2001); DCH. 

² See Gesenius (1835–1858); Gesenius (1847). 

³ See Davidson (1894). 

⁴ See Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907). 

⁵ See Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm (2001). 

⁶ See Collins (2011). 
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⁷ See Niskanen (2009). 

⁸ See Dike (2025); Frey (2024). 

⁹ See Hess (1988); HALOT (2001); Collins (2011). 

The Lexeme אָדָם in the Book of Genesis 

The Book of Genesis constitutes the earliest and most significant source for the study of the lexeme 

 in Biblical Hebrew. It is within its opening chapters that virtually all of the principal meanings אָדָם

of this lexeme first appear, meanings that are subsequently developed throughout the remainder of 

the Hebrew Bible. At the same time, Genesis serves as the point of departure for nearly all later 

philological and etymological discussions concerning the origin of the name Adam, since it is this 

text that establishes the relationship among the lexemes אָדָם, אֲדָמָה, and .¹עָפָר  

The first occurrence of the lexeme אדם appears in Genesis 1:26, where God declares, "Let us make 

humankind in our image, according to our likeness." In this verse, the lexeme occurs without the 

definite article and, in the overwhelming majority of modern translations, functions as a common 

noun denoting humankind or the human being in a generic sense. The following verse (Gen 1:27) 

further confirms this interpretation: "So God created humankind in his own image; in the image of 

God he created him; male and female he created them." The parallelism between the singular ("he 

created him") and the plural ("he created them") demonstrates that the lexeme אדם functions here 

as a collective designation encompassing the whole of humanity rather than as the personal name 

of an individual. This interpretation is accepted by virtually all contemporary commentators, 

including Collins, Niskanen, and Frey.² 

In the second creation account (Gen 2–3), the dominant form is הָאָדָם (ha-ʾādām), that is, the lexeme 

with the definite article. Already in Genesis 2:7 the text states: "Then the LORD God formed the 

human being from the dust of the ground." This verse constitutes the principal basis for the 

traditional association of the lexeme אָדָם with the noun אֲדָמָה. Contemporary philology, however, 

emphasizes that the relationship is primarily literary within the narrative itself, whereas the 

question of historical etymology remains unresolved. Hess, Collins, and Dorfmann-Lazarev 

explicitly stress that the literary association between the two lexemes does not, in itself, constitute 

evidence of a common historical origin.³ 

The form הָאָדָם is employed consistently throughout the remainder of the second chapter. In 

Genesis 2:15, God places the human being in the Garden of Eden to cultivate and keep it, while in 

Genesis 2:19–20 the human being assigns names to all the animals. In all these instances, the 

lexeme denotes the specific human protagonist of the narrative while retaining the definite article. 

This has led many scholars to conclude that the term has not yet fully developed into a proper 

name. Collins argues that this portion of the narrative represents a transitional stage between a 

common noun and an anthroponym.⁴ 

One of the most significant passages for understanding the semantic development of the lexeme is 

Genesis 3:17–19, where, following the fall, the human being is sentenced to "eat bread by the 

sweat of your face until you return to the ground (אֲדָמָה), for out of it you were taken; for you are 

dust, and to dust you shall return." Here the narrator simultaneously employs the lexemes  ,אָדָם

 .thereby creating a remarkably intricate literary network of interconnected concepts ,עָפָר and ,אֲדָמָה

This passage is one of the principal reasons why many scholars during the nineteenth and twentieth 
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centuries proposed a common origin for these lexemes. Contemporary scholarship, however, is 

almost unanimous in emphasizing that such literary wordplay does not constitute sufficient 

evidence for historical etymology.⁵ 

Particular attention should be given to Genesis 5:1–2, where the text states: "Male and female he 

created them... and called their name Adam." Unlike the earlier chapters, the designation Adam 

here encompasses both the man and the woman as the collective designation for humanity. 

Mathilde Frey argues that this passage provides important evidence for the collective function of 

the lexeme, whereas Niskanen regards it as the clearest example of the convergence of its 

individual and collective meanings.⁶ 

A philological analysis of the opening five chapters of Genesis demonstrates that the lexeme אָדָם 

undergoes a gradual semantic development. In the earliest verses it denotes humanity as a whole, 

subsequently refers to the specific human protagonist of the narrative, and only thereafter assumes 

the function of the proper name of the first human being. This development is likewise reflected 

in the classical Hebrew lexicons, which consistently distinguish the common noun from the 

anthroponym. It may therefore be concluded that the process of onymization should not be 

understood as an instantaneous event but rather as a gradual development within the biblical 

narrative itself.⁷ 

An understanding of this semantic development constitutes one of the essential prerequisites for a 

sound etymological analysis. Unless the collective, generic, and onomastic uses of the lexeme אָדָם 

are carefully distinguished, there is a considerable risk that the literary functions of the text will be 

mistaken for evidence of historical linguistic relationships. For this reason, the following chapter 

will examine the principal etymological hypotheses concerning the origin of the lexeme אָדָם while 

maintaining a clear distinction between philologically established evidence and subsequent literary 

and theological interpretations. 

Footnotes 

¹ See Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm (2001). 

² See Collins (2011); Niskanen (2009); Frey (2024). 

³ See Hess (1988); Collins (2011); Dorfmann-Lazarev (2023). 

⁴ See Collins (2011); Dike (2025). 

⁵ See Hess (1988); Saleem (2022); Dorfmann-Lazarev (2023); Millar (2022). 

⁶ See Frey (2024); Niskanen (2009). 

⁷ See Gesenius (1847); Davidson (1894); Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); HALOT (2001). 

Etymology of the Lexeme אָדָם 

Preliminary Etymological Observations 

The etymology of the lexeme אָדָם (ʾādām) has long remained one of the most enduring and 

extensively debated questions in Hebrew and Semitic philology. Although most popular accounts 

derive the name Adam directly from the noun אֲדָמָה ("ground," "soil"), a survey of the primary 

lexicographical sources and the contemporary scholarly literature demonstrates that such an 

explanation has never been universally accepted. On the contrary, over the course of nearly two 
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centuries, a number of competing etymological hypotheses have been proposed, differing both in 

their methodology and in the degree of confidence with which they advance their conclusions.¹ 

Most classical Hebrew lexicons begin with the observation that the lexemes אָדָם, אֲדָמָה, and אָדוֹם 

share the same consonantal sequence א־ד־ם. The mere fact that several lexemes share a common 

consonantal root, however, is insufficient to demonstrate a common historical origin. Within the 

Semitic languages, secondary semantic convergence, analogical development, and literary 

paronomasia occur frequently; consequently, a shared consonantal skeleton does not, in itself, 

constitute etymological proof.² 

One of the principal methodological difficulties lies in distinguishing historical etymology from 

the literary motivation of the biblical text. The author of Genesis clearly establishes a relationship 

among the human being (אָדָם), the ground (אֲדָמָה), and the dust (עָפָר), especially in Genesis 2:7 and 

3:19. This association constitutes one of the most striking literary motifs in the entire creation 

narrative. Contemporary philology, however, is almost unanimous in maintaining that literary 

wordplay cannot, by itself, serve as evidence of historical etymology. Hess, Collins, Dorfmann-

Lazarev, and other scholars explicitly distinguish these two levels of analysis.³ 

An additional difficulty arises from the absence of complete agreement among the leading Hebrew 

lexicons concerning the original meaning of the root א־ד־ם. Gesenius maintains that the lexemes 

 are historically related and seeks to explain their origin through a common אָדוֹם and ,אָדָם, אֲדָמָה

semantic development. Davidson adopts a broadly similar framework but refrains from offering 

detailed historical reconstructions. Brown–Driver–Briggs leaves the question open, whereas 

HALOT adopts a considerably more cautious methodological position and avoids categorical 

etymological conclusions wherever the comparative evidence is insufficient.⁴ 

Contemporary scholarship has further transformed the approach to this question. Rather than 

seeking a single definitive etymological solution, recent studies distinguish among several 

different levels of analysis: lexical meaning, historical etymology, literary function, and 

theological symbolism. This methodological shift has made possible a more precise evaluation of 

the individual hypotheses while preventing literary interpretation from being confused with 

historical linguistics.⁵ 

Proceeding from these methodological premises, the following sections examine separately the 

principal etymological hypotheses proposed during the past two centuries to explain the origin of 

the lexeme אָדָם. Each hypothesis will be evaluated on the basis of the primary lexicographical 

sources, comparative Semitic evidence, and contemporary philological scholarship, while 

maintaining a clear distinction between historically established facts and hypotheses that remain 

matters of scholarly debate. 

Footnotes 

¹ See Gesenius (1835–1858); Gesenius (1847); Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm 

(2001). 

² See Lipiński (2001); Voigt (2012); Tropper (2000). 

³ See Hess (1988); Collins (2011); Dorfmann-Lazarev (2023); Saleem (2022); Chopra-McGowan (2024). 

⁴ See Gesenius (1835–1858); Davidson (1894); Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm 
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(2001). 

⁵ See Niskanen (2009); Collins (2011); Hess (1988); Dorfmann-Lazarev (2023). 

 

Association of the Lexeme אָדָם with the Noun אֲדָמָה 

The oldest and, at the same time, the most widely accepted etymological explanation of the lexeme 

 which in Biblical Hebrew denotes the ground, the ,(ʾădāmāh) אֲדָמָה derives it from the noun אָדָם

soil, or cultivated land. This interpretation is already present in the classical Jewish exegetical 

tradition and became the dominant explanation within nineteenth-century Hebrew scholarship 

through the works of Wilhelm Gesenius and his followers.¹ 

The principal argument supporting this hypothesis is based upon Genesis 2:7: "Then the LORD 

God formed the human being from the dust of the ground (עָפָר מִן־הָאֲדָמָה)." The direct juxtaposition 

of the lexemes אָדָם and אֲדָמָה within the same verse has for centuries been understood as evidence 

that the human being received the name precisely from the ground out of which he was formed. 

This interpretation is further reinforced by Genesis 3:19, where the human being is told that he 

will return to the ground from which he was taken. Together, these two passages constitute the 

basis of virtually all traditional explanations of the etymology of the name Adam.² 

Gesenius accepts this relationship as philologically plausible, maintaining that the lexemes אָדָם 

and אֲדָמָה belong to the same lexical family. In both his Thesaurus Philologicus and his later 

Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon, the human being is associated with the ground, while a possible 

semantic connection with the colour red is likewise considered. Gesenius, however, does not claim 

that the etymology can be demonstrated solely on the basis of the Genesis narrative but attempts 

to support his interpretation through comparison with other Semitic languages.³ 

Davidson likewise retains the traditional association between the lexemes אָדָם and אֲדָמָה, although 

his work is primarily lexicographical in character. Rather than offering a detailed historical 

reconstruction, Davidson systematizes the grammatical and semantic functions of both lexemes 

within the Masoretic Text, leaving the question of their common historical origin largely 

unresolved.⁴ 

A similar approach is found in Brown–Driver–Briggs. The authors acknowledge the evident 

relationship between אדם and אדמה but refrain from asserting categorically that one lexeme is 

historically derived from the other. Such caution represents an important methodological advance 

over earlier scholarship, in which this relationship was frequently regarded as virtually certain.⁵ 

HALOT displays the greatest degree of methodological restraint. Although it identifies אֲדָמָה as the 

most obvious semantic parallel to אָדָם, it does not claim that their historical etymological 

relationship has been established. On the contrary, the authors emphasize that a common 

consonantal structure together with literary association within Genesis does not, by itself, provide 

sufficient evidence for a secure etymological reconstruction. HALOT thus draws a clear distinction 

between lexical association and historical etymology.⁶ 
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Contemporary exegetes have further problematized the traditional interpretation. Richard S. Hess 

warns that etymological conclusions cannot be drawn solely from the narrative association 

between אדם and אדמה. In his view, the author of Genesis undoubtedly employs literary wordplay, 

yet this does not imply that the historical origin of one lexeme can be explained by the other. Hess 

argues that such a conclusion would require corroboration from other Semitic languages together 

with a consistent phonological reconstruction.⁷ 

A comparable methodological position is adopted by C. John Collins and Igor Dorfmann-Lazarev. 

Collins speaks of a deliberately constructed literary wordplay between אדם and אדמה, whereas 

Dorfmann-Lazarev explicitly states that the etymological relationship between these lexemes 

remains uncertain despite their obvious literary association within Genesis. Both scholars caution 

that narrative motivation cannot substitute for historical-linguistic evidence.⁸ 

Paul Niskanen approaches this relationship primarily from the perspective of biblical poetics. In 

his view, the author of Genesis intentionally exploits the phonetic and semantic proximity of אדם 

and אדמה in order to emphasize humanity's origin, its relationship to the created world, and its place 

within God's creative purpose. This literary function, however, does not resolve the question of 

historical etymology.⁹ 

A similar conclusion emerges from the studies of Yasir Saleem, Arthur Walker-Jones, Michael K. 

Mensah, Suzanne R. Millar, and other contemporary scholars. Although all of them acknowledge 

the existence of an exceptionally strong literary relationship among אדם, אדמה, and other lexemes 

such as עפר, none regards this relationship as sufficient evidence of a common historical origin. 

On the contrary, their studies consistently employ expressions such as wordplay, literary 

association, allusion, assonance, and narrative relationship, thereby maintaining a clear 

distinction between literary function and etymological reconstruction.¹⁰ 

The foregoing analysis demonstrates that the association of the lexeme אָדָם with the noun אֲדָמָה 

remains both the oldest and the most influential etymological explanation. At the same time, an 

examination of the primary lexicographical sources together with contemporary scholarship shows 

that confidence in this interpretation has gradually diminished over time. Whereas earlier scholars 

frequently presented this relationship as a probable historical etymology, contemporary Semitic 

philology generally regards it as a powerful literary and semantic association whose historical 

basis cannot yet be considered conclusively established. For this reason, it is necessary to examine 

the remaining etymological hypotheses, beginning with the proposal that relates the lexeme אָדָם to 

the adjective אָדוֹם and the semantic field of the colour red. 

Footnotes 

¹ See Gesenius (1835–1858); Gesenius (1847). 

² See Gen 2:7; Gen 3:19. 

³ See Gesenius (1835–1858); Gesenius (1847). 

⁴ See Davidson (1894). 

⁵ See Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907). 

⁶ See Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm (2001). 

⁷ See Hess (1988). 

⁸ See Collins (2011); Dorfmann-Lazarev (2023). 
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⁹ See Niskanen (2009). 

¹⁰ See Saleem (2022); Walker-Jones (2017); Millar (2022); Mensah (2026). 

 

Association of the Lexeme אָדָם with the Adjective אָדוֹם 

In addition to the traditional association of the lexeme אָדָם with the noun אֲדָמָה, scholarly literature 

since the nineteenth century has also considered the possibility of its relationship to the adjective 

 which denotes the colour red in Biblical Hebrew. This hypothesis is based upon the ,(ʾādōm) אָדוֹם

fact that all three lexemes share the consonantal sequence א־ד־ם, as well as upon the assumption 

that, within the earliest stratum of the Semitic languages, the meaning "red" may have constituted 

the original semantic nucleus from which the remaining meanings subsequently developed.¹ 

Within classical Hebrew scholarship, Wilhelm Gesenius was the first to examine this possibility 

systematically. In his Thesaurus Philologicus Criticus Linguae Hebraeae et Chaldaeae Veteris 

Testamenti, he identifies the adjective אָדוֹם as denoting the colour red while relating the nouns אָדָם 

and אֲדָמָה to the same lexical family. Gesenius regards these lexemes as historically related but 

does not determine with certainty which form is primary, nor does he claim that the human being 

was named directly on the basis of skin colour. Rather, he leaves open the possibility that several 

related lexemes developed from an earlier Semitic root.² 

Edward Robinson's English translation of Gesenius's lexicon preserves essentially the same 

interpretation. Robinson notes that the name Adam has traditionally been associated both with the 

ground and with the colour red, presenting both possibilities as belonging to the same etymological 

tradition without attempting to determine conclusively which explanation is preferable.³ 

In his Analytical Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon, Davidson records the adjective אָדוֹם with the 

meaning "red" but does not develop a separate etymological theory concerning its relationship to 

the lexeme אָדָם. His treatment remains primarily descriptive and lexicographical, without 

attempting a historical reconstruction of their common origin.⁴ 

Brown–Driver–Briggs likewise treats the adjective אָדוֹם as a distinct lexeme whose primary 

meaning is "red," while noting under the entry דםא  the possible relationship within the entire lexical 

family. The authors, however, refrain from giving precedence to any particular etymological 

hypothesis, leaving the question of historical development unresolved. This approach represents 

an important methodological advance over earlier interpretations that sought to derive one lexeme 

directly from another.⁵ 

HALOT exhibits a similar degree of restraint. Although it acknowledges the evident formal 

relationship among the lexemes אָדָם, אֲדָמָה, and אָדוֹם, it does not claim that the direction of their 

historical development can be reconstructed with certainty. The authors maintain that the available 

Semitic evidence is insufficient to demonstrate whether the meaning "red" predates the meaning 

"human being" or vice versa.⁶ 

Beyond the scholarly literature, the association between Adam and the colour red is also found in 

earlier dictionaries of biblical names. Hitchcock's Bible Names Dictionary explains the name 
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Adam as meaning "earthy" and "red," while the entry for Adamah (אֲדָמָה) includes the meanings 

"red earth" and "of blood." Such explanations reflect the traditional Anglo-American 

understanding of the nineteenth century and demonstrate that the motif of the colour red long 

formed an integral part of popular biblical etymology.⁷ 

Comparable interpretations also appear in certain contemporary onomastic studies. In the 

Onomastikon biblijskih imena, it is suggested that the name Adam may be associated both with 

the noun אֲדָמָה and with the semantic field encompassing redness, the colour red, and blood. At the 

same time, it is emphasized that such explanations remain etymological hypotheses requiring 

confirmation through comparative Semitic analysis.⁸ 

The relationship between the human being and the colour red has also been examined within a 

broader historical context. In many cultures, the colour red symbolizes life, blood, the earth, or 

fertility; consequently, it is not surprising that some scholars have sought the origin of the name 

Adam within this symbolic sphere. Contemporary historical linguistics, however, cautions that 

cultural symbolism cannot serve as evidence of etymology unless supported by historical linguistic 

data.⁹ 

For this reason, most contemporary scholars approach this hypothesis with considerably greater 

caution than did their nineteenth-century predecessors. Richard S. Hess argues that the semantic 

associations among the concepts of "human being," "ground," "red," and "blood" may reflect the 

result of subsequent literary development rather than their common historical origin. Likewise, 

HALOT and other contemporary lexicons maintain that the available philological evidence is 

insufficient to conclude either that the lexeme אָדָם developed from the adjective אָדוֹם or vice 

versa.¹⁰ 

On the basis of the available evidence, it may be concluded that the hypothesis relating the lexemes 

 remains philologically possible but insufficiently demonstrated. Its principal value אָדוֹם and אָדָם

lies in highlighting the existence of a shared semantic field encompassing the human being, the 

ground, and the colour red. Whether the meaning "red" in fact constituted the original meaning of 

the Proto-Semitic root א־ד־ם, however, cannot be determined on the basis of Biblical Hebrew alone. 

The resolution of this question requires an examination of the evidence from the other Semitic 

languages, which forms the subject of the following chapter. 

Footnotes 

¹ See Gesenius (1835–1858); Gesenius (1847). 

² See Gesenius (1835–1858). 

³ See Gesenius (1847). 

⁴ See Davidson (1894). 

⁵ See Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907). 

⁶ See Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm (2001). 

⁷ See Hitchcock, Roswell D. Hitchcock's Bible Names Dictionary. 1869. 

⁸ See Stanojević, Željko. Onomastikon biblijskih imena. Vol. I: Starozavetna imena. Preview edition, 2026. 

⁹ See Lipiński (2001); Voigt (2012). 

¹⁰ See Hess (1988); Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm (2001). 
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Critical Evaluation of the Etymological Hypotheses 

An examination of the classical Hebrew lexicons, contemporary Semitic philology, and recent 

exegetical scholarship demonstrates that the question of the etymology of the lexeme אָדָם remains 

unresolved. Over the past two centuries, two principal etymological hypotheses have emerged. 

The first associates the lexeme אָדָם with the noun אֲדָמָה ("ground," "soil"), whereas the second 

proposes a relationship with the adjective אָדוֹם ("red"). Both hypotheses possess a certain 

philological foundation; however, neither is supported by sufficient historical-linguistic evidence 

to warrant definitive acceptance.¹ 

The hypothesis associating אדם with אֲדָמָה possesses the undeniable advantage of being directly 

embedded within the text of Genesis itself. In Genesis 2:7 and 3:19, the narrator establishes a clear 

relationship among the human being, the ground, and the dust, thereby creating one of the most 

striking literary units in the Old Testament. This association exerted a profound influence upon 

subsequent Jewish and Christian tradition and served as the point of departure for the majority of 

the classical etymological explanations. Precisely because of its pronounced literary function, 

however, this passage cannot by itself constitute evidence for historical etymology.² 

The hypothesis based upon the adjective אָדוֹם seeks to explain the common consonantal sequence 

 through the semantic field of redness, blood, and the earth. Such an interpretation appears in אדם

certain classical studies and in earlier dictionaries of biblical names, yet the available philological 

evidence does not permit a secure conclusion that the meaning "red" constituted the original sense 

of this root. It is equally possible that several related lexemes developed in parallel and were only 

subsequently associated through shared literary and symbolic meanings.³ 

Contemporary Semitic philology has largely abandoned attempts to declare either of these 

hypotheses the definitive solution. Instead, an increasing number of scholars emphasize that 

historical etymology must be grounded in the comparative analysis of all available Semitic 

languages rather than solely in the internal relationships within Biblical Hebrew. In this respect, a 

common consonantal sequence, literary paronomasia, or symbolic association between two 

lexemes constitutes an important subject of exegetical investigation but cannot substitute for 

historical-linguistic evidence.⁴ 

A survey of the primary lexicographical sources also reveals a noteworthy methodological 

development over the past two centuries. Gesenius was more inclined to propose a unified 

etymological reconstruction, whereas Davidson and Brown–Driver–Briggs adopted a more 

cautious approach. HALOT advances a step further, repeatedly refraining from drawing definitive 

etymological conclusions whenever the available comparative evidence proves insufficient. This 

development clearly demonstrates that the standards of historical linguistics in the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries differ substantially from those prevailing during the formative period of 

modern Hebrew scholarship.⁵ 

A comparable development may likewise be observed in contemporary exegetical research. 

Scholars such as Hess, Collins, Niskanen, Saleem, Dorfmann-Lazarev, Walker-Jones, Mensah, 

and others, almost without exception, acknowledge the existence of a strong literary relationship 

between אדם and אדמה while simultaneously emphasizing that this relationship should not 
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automatically be interpreted as evidence of historical etymology. Instead, they employ expressions 

such as wordplay, allusion, literary association, assonance, and narrative relationship, thereby 

maintaining a clear distinction between the literary function of the text and the question of the 

origin of the lexeme itself.⁶ 

On the basis of the foregoing analysis, it may be concluded that none of the existing etymological 

hypotheses has been either definitively confirmed or conclusively refuted. The hypothesis relating 

 provides the most convincing explanation of the literary structure of the Genesis אֲדָמָה to אָדָם

narrative, whereas the hypothesis associating it with אָדוֹם points toward a potentially broader 

semantic field of the root א־ד־ם. Nevertheless, both hypotheses remain incomplete unless evaluated 

in the light of evidence drawn from the other Semitic languages. For this reason, the following 

chapter is devoted to a comparative analysis of the Semitic parallels, which constitutes an 

indispensable step in the evaluation of any serious etymological hypothesis. 

Footnotes 

¹ See Gesenius (1835–1858); Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm (2001). 

² See Gen 2:7; Gen 3:19; Niskanen (2009); Collins (2011). 

³ See Gesenius (1847); Hitchcock (1869); Stanojević (2026). 

⁴ See Lipiński (2001); Voigt (2012); Hess (1988). 

⁵ See Gesenius (1835–1858); Davidson (1894); Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm 

(2001). 

⁶ See Hess (1988); Collins (2011); Saleem (2022); Dorfmann-Lazarev (2023); Walker-Jones (2017); Mensah (2026). 

 

Semitic Parallels 

Comparative analysis of the Semitic languages constitutes one of the principal methodological 

procedures of historical linguistics in reconstructing the origins of individual lexemes. Unlike the 

internal analysis of a single language, the historical-comparative method permits the comparison 

of attested forms across different branches of the same language family, thereby making it possible 

to assess whether a given lexeme or root derives from a shared Proto-Semitic inheritance or 

represents a later development within an individual language.¹ 

In the case of the lexeme אָדָם, comparative analysis is of particular importance. As demonstrated 

in the preceding chapters, Biblical Hebrew unquestionably establishes a literary relationship 

among the lexemes אָדָם, אֲדָמָה, and אָדוֹם. The mere fact that these lexemes share the same 

consonantal sequence, however, is insufficient to demonstrate their common historical origin. That 

question can be addressed only through an analysis of attested forms in the other Semitic 

languages.² 

It is therefore necessary to distinguish several different levels of comparison. The first concerns 

the formal correspondence of the consonantal root, namely, the existence of the sequence ʾ-d-m in 

other Semitic languages. The second involves the comparison of basic lexical meanings. The third 

concerns the phonological and morphological regularity of the proposed parallels, while the fourth 

examines whether, on the basis of all the available evidence, a Proto-Semitic root with a 
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corresponding meaning can be reconstructed. Only when all of these criteria have been satisfied is 

it possible to speak of a historically grounded etymological relationship.³ 

It is important to emphasize that the absence of attestation in a particular Semitic language does 

not constitute proof that a given lexeme did not exist in the Proto-Semitic period. Conversely, the 

presence of a formally similar form in another language does not automatically confirm a common 

origin. Historical linguistics requires that formal correspondence be supported by regular 

phonological development, semantic relatedness, and the historical distribution of the forms. For 

this reason, each Semitic language must be examined independently, with due regard for its own 

historical particularities.⁴ 

The following subsections examine the evidence from Akkadian, Ugaritic, Phoenician, Aramaic, 

Syriac, Arabic, and the Ethiopian Semitic languages. The analysis is based primarily on the leading 

lexicographical resources for each of these languages, including the Chicago Assyrian Dictionary 

(CAD), Akkadisches Handwörterbuch (AHw), Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the 

Alphabetic Tradition (DULAT), Dictionary of the North-West Semitic Inscriptions (DNWSI), 

Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (CAL), Payne Smith's Compendious Syriac Dictionary, Lane's 

Arabic–English Lexicon, and Leslau's Comparative Dictionary of Geʽez. The purpose of this 

analysis is not to identify evidence in support of a predetermined hypothesis but to provide an 

objective assessment of all the available philological data.⁵ 

In accordance with the methodology established above, each language will be examined according 

to the same analytical framework: (1) the presence or absence of the root ʾ-d-m; (2) the attested 

meanings; (3) the relationship to Hebrew אדם; and (4) an assessment of its relevance to the 

reconstruction of a possible Proto-Semitic etymology. Such an approach enables a consistent 

comparison of the different Semitic languages and reduces the risk of drawing conclusions not 

supported by the available historical-linguistic evidence. 

Footnotes 

¹ See Lipiński (2001); Voigt (2012). 

² See Hess (1988); HALOT (2001). 

³ See Lipiński (2001); Tropper (2000); Voigt (2012). 

⁴ See Lipiński (2001); Hess (1988). 

⁵ See CAD (1956–2011); AHw (1965–1981); DULAT (2003); DNWSI (1995); CAL; Payne Smith (1903); Lane 

(1863–1893); Leslau (1987). 

 

Akkadian Evidence 

The Akkadian language is the earliest extensively documented Semitic language and therefore 

occupies a central position in the historical-comparative analysis of the Semitic language family. 

Its extensive written corpus provides access to a vast number of lexical items and constitutes an 

indispensable source for reconstructing possible Proto-Semitic roots. For this reason, any 

investigation of the origin of the Hebrew root א־ד־ם cannot be confined to Biblical Hebrew alone 

but must also take the corresponding Akkadian evidence into account.¹ 
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The principal lexicographical resources for the study of Akkadian are The Assyrian Dictionary of 

the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago (CAD), Wolfram von Soden's Akkadisches 

Handwörterbuch (AHw), and A Concise Dictionary of Akkadian (CDA). These works constitute 

the standard reference tools of modern Assyriology and provide the essential basis for evaluating 

possible parallels with the Hebrew root .²א־ד־ם  

An examination of the relevant entries in these lexica reveals several Akkadian forms that formally 

resemble the Hebrew consonantal sequence א־ד־ם and have therefore occasionally been invoked 

in discussions concerning the etymology of the lexeme אָדָם. Formal similarity alone, however, is 

insufficient to establish a historical etymological relationship. Historical-comparative linguistics 

requires such a relationship to be supported by regular phonological developments, an appropriate 

morphological structure, corresponding or historically explicable semantic developments, and 

corroboration across multiple Semitic languages.³ 

An additional point of comparison is provided by the entries for the root D-M-M in The Assyrian 

Dictionary, which include the verb damāmu, "to mourn, lament," and the noun damāmū, 

"mourning, lamentation." CAD documents numerous textual attestations of these lexemes from 

the Old Babylonian period and later, consistently demonstrating that their semantic field is 

confined to mourning, grieving, and lamentation by humans or animals. This Akkadian root 

belongs to the consonantal sequence D-M-M and is semantically unrelated to the Hebrew אדם. 

Consequently, it cannot be regarded as an etymological parallel and offers no evidence concerning 

the origin of the Hebrew name Adam.⁴ 

On the basis of the Akkadian evidence currently available, it may be concluded that the Akkadian 

material constitutes an important component of the comparative analysis but does not, in itself, 

provide decisive support for either of the principal etymological hypotheses concerning the origin 

of the Hebrew lexeme  ָםאָד . Its principal value lies in enabling the verification of proposed parallels 

while simultaneously demonstrating the necessity of distinguishing formal resemblance between 

lexemes from genuine historical-etymological relationships. Any assessment of the origin of 

Hebrew אדם must therefore be grounded in the comparative analysis of the Semitic linguistic 

evidence as a whole rather than in isolated parallels drawn from a single language.⁵ 

Footnotes 

¹ See Lipiński (2001); Voigt (2012). 

² The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago. Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1956–

2011; von Soden, Wolfram. Akkadisches Handwörterbuch. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1965–1981; Black, Jeremy, 

Andrew George, and Nicholas Postgate. A Concise Dictionary of Akkadian. 2nd corrected printing. Wiesbaden: 

Harrassowitz, 2000. 

³ Hess, Richard S. "Adam as 'Skin' and 'Earth': An Examination of Some Proposed Meanings in Biblical Hebrew." 

Tyndale Bulletin 39 (1988): 103–120; Lipiński (2001). 

⁴ The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago (CAD), vol. D, s.v. damāmu; 

damāmū. 

⁵ See Lipiński (2001); Voigt (2012). 
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Ugaritic Evidence 

The Ugaritic language occupies a particularly important position in the historical-comparative 

analysis of the Semitic languages, since it belongs to the Northwest Semitic branch together with 

Hebrew, Phoenician, and other closely related languages. Owing to its close relationship with 

Biblical Hebrew, Ugaritic constitutes one of the most significant sources for investigating the 

possible Proto-Semitic origin of the lexeme .¹אָדָם  

The principal lexicographical resource for the study of Ugaritic is A Dictionary of the Ugaritic 

Language in the Alphabetic Tradition (DULAT). Examination of the entries relating to the root ʾ-

d-m demonstrates that Ugaritic attests two distinct, though formally related, lexical groups.² 

The first group consists of the verb ʾ -d-m, whose primary meaning is "to become red," "to redden," 

or "to dye red." DULAT also records the meaning "to apply red cosmetic," comparing this lexeme 

with corresponding Hebrew, Akkadian, Arabic, and Ethiopic parallels. This demonstrates that the 

semantic field of the color red is securely attested in Ugaritic together with its corresponding 

Semitic cognates.³ 

The second group consists of the noun ʾdm (I), meaning "man," "human being," "humankind," or 

"people." DULAT cites numerous textual attestations of this noun from Ugaritic literary texts, 

including its collective use referring to humanity. At the same time, the editors explicitly observe 

that the etymological relationship between the noun ʾdm ("man") and the verb ʾ-d-m ("to become 

red") is uncertain ("etymological relationship to ʾ-d-m-v uncertain"). This observation constitutes 

one of the most significant contributions of DULAT to the etymology of Hebrew אדם, since the 

editors, despite acknowledging the formal and semantic proximity of the two lexemes, explicitly 

refrain from treating their historical etymological relationship as established. Consequently, even 

in Ugaritic, notwithstanding the formal correspondence between these lexemes, their common 

historical origin cannot be demonstrated with certainty.⁴ 

DULAT also records a second entry, ʾdm (II), meaning "acquired" or "obtained," which is derived 

from a different etymological source and is unrelated to the lexeme ʾdm meaning "man." This fact 

further illustrates that formal identity of a consonantal sequence cannot, by itself, serve as 

sufficient evidence for establishing an etymological relationship between individual lexemes.⁵ 

Compared with the Akkadian evidence, Ugaritic provides a considerably closer parallel to Hebrew. 

Whereas Akkadian does not attest a lexeme corresponding to Hebrew אָדָם in the sense of "man," 

Ugaritic clearly preserves the noun ʾdm with precisely this meaning. At the same time, like 

HALOT in its treatment of Hebrew, DULAT declines to establish a categorical connection 

between this noun and the verb denoting the color red. Accordingly, the Ugaritic evidence 

confirms the existence of a formal and semantic relationship between these lexemes while 

simultaneously demonstrating that their historical etymological relationship remains an unresolved 

question that cannot be settled solely on the basis of the Ugaritic evidence.⁶ 

Footnotes 

¹ See Lipiński (2001); Tropper (2000). 

² Del Olmo Lete, Gregorio, and Joaquín Sanmartín. A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic 
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Tradition. 2nd rev. ed. Leiden: Brill, 2003, s.v. ʾdm. 

³ DULAT, s.v. ʾ-d-m. 

⁴ Del Olmo Lete and Sanmartín (2003), s.v. ʾdm (I). 

⁵ Del Olmo Lete and Sanmartín (2003), s.v. ʾdm (II). 

⁶ Del Olmo Lete and Sanmartín (2003); Koehler, Baumgartner, and Stamm (2001). 

 

Phoenician and Punic Evidence 

The Phoenician and Punic languages belong to the Northwest Semitic branch together with 

Hebrew and Ugaritic and therefore constitute one of the most important sources for the historical-

comparative investigation of the origin of the Hebrew root א־ד־ם. Their close relationship to 

Biblical Hebrew permits direct comparison of corresponding lexemes and provides an important 

link in reconstructing a possible common Northwest Semitic inheritance.¹ 

The principal lexicographical resources for the study of Phoenician and Punic are Charles R. 

Krahmalkov's Phoenician-Punic Dictionary and the Dictionary of the North-West Semitic 

Inscriptions (DNWSI). Krahmalkov's dictionary is of particular importance because it 

systematically analyzes the attested lexemes found in Phoenician and Punic inscriptions and 

facilitates comparison with their corresponding Hebrew forms.² 

Under the entry ʾ DM I, Krahmalkov explicitly refers to the Hebrew אדם (Heb. ʾ adam) and identifies 

several closely related meanings. He defines its primary sense as "person" or "man," followed by 

"human being," "commoner"—in contrast to members of the royal lineage—and the plural 

meaning "people." For each of these meanings, the dictionary provides the corresponding textual 

attestations from Phoenician and Punic inscriptions.³ 

Of particular significance is Krahmalkov's separate treatment of the lexeme ʾDMT, which he 

explicitly equates with the Hebrew אֲדָמָה (Heb. ʾădāmāh), assigning it the primary meaning "land." 

Consequently, the Phoenician-Punic language preserves the lexical pair ʾDM–ʾDMT, functionally 

corresponding to the Hebrew pair דמהא–אדם . This constitutes one of the closest Northwest Semitic 

parallels to the Hebrew linguistic evidence.⁴ 

At the same time, Krahmalkov distinguishes the separate entries ʾDM II and ʾDM III. Under ʾDM 

II, he proposes the hypothesis that the designation ʾADOM may represent the apotheosis of the 

First Man (perhaps the apotheosis of First Man), that is, a deity associated with death and the 

underworld. Since the author explicitly presents this interpretation as a hypothesis, it cannot be 

regarded as a secure philological conclusion; nevertheless, it provides an intriguing indication of 

the possible reception of the First Man tradition within the Phoenician-Punic cultural milieu.⁵ 

Under the entry ʾ DM III, Krahmalkov records the proper name ʾ ADOM, explicitly noting that both 

its vocalization and its meaning are problematic (vocalisation and meaning problematic). This 

observation demonstrates that, even in the case of proper names, the available epigraphic evidence 

does not permit a reliable reconstruction of the original vocalization or a secure etymological 

interpretation.⁶ 
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Unlike Ugaritic, where both the noun ʾdm, "man," and the verb ʾ-d-m, "to become red," are 

attested, Krahmalkov identifies no corresponding Phoenician-Punic verb associated with the 

semantic field of the color red. In other words, the Phoenician-Punic evidence clearly attests 

lexemes corresponding to the Hebrew אדם and אדמה, yet it provides no independent evidence that 

these forms are historically connected with the semantic domain of redness. Thus, the Northwest 

Semitic parallels primarily confirm the meanings "man" and "land," while the question of their 

historical etymological relationship remains unresolved.⁷ 

Viewed as a whole, the Phoenician-Punic evidence constitutes one of the most significant 

comparative sources for the study of the Hebrew root א־ד־ם. At the same time, as in the case of 

Ugaritic, the available evidence does not permit a definitive resolution of the etymological 

question. It confirms the existence of corresponding lexemes in a closely related Northwest 

Semitic language but does not provide sufficient grounds for concluding that the nouns denoting 

"man" and "land" were historically derived from a common root that originally denoted the color 

red or any other semantic domain. 

Footnotes 

¹ See Lipiński (2001); Voigt (2012). 

² Krahmalkov, Charles R. Phoenician-Punic Dictionary. Leuven: Peeters, 2000; Hoftijzer, Jacob, and Karel 

Jongeling. Dictionary of the North-West Semitic Inscriptions. 2 vols. Leiden: Brill, 1995. 

³ Krahmalkov (2000), s.v. ʾDM I. 

⁴ Krahmalkov (2000), s.v. ʾDMT. 

⁵ Krahmalkov (2000), s.v. ʾDM II. 

⁶ Krahmalkov (2000), s.v. ʾDM III. 

⁷ Krahmalkov (2000); Hoftijzer and Jongeling (1995). 

 

Aramaic Evidence 

The Aramaic language occupies a particularly important position in the historical-comparative 

analysis of the Semitic languages, since, together with Hebrew, it belongs to the Northwest Semitic 

branch and developed a large number of dialects over more than two millennia, among which 

Syriac holds a particularly prominent place. Owing to its close genetic relationship to Biblical 

Hebrew and its exceptionally rich literary tradition, Aramaic and Syriac constitute important 

sources for investigating the history of the lexeme אָדָם and its semantic development.¹ 

The principal sources employed in the present study are the modern electronic database The 

Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (CAL) and Robert Payne Smith's classical lexicon, Thesaurus 

Syriacus. CAL encompasses a broad range of Aramaic dialects, whereas Payne Smith remains the 

standard lexicographical authority for Classical Syriac. A comparative analysis of these two 

sources provides a reliable basis for examining the meanings and historical development of the 

lexemes associated with the root .²א־ד־ם  

Examination of the entry ʾ dm in CAL demonstrates that the Aramaic-Syriac tradition clearly attests 

Adam both as the designation of the first human being and as a common noun meaning "man," 
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"human being," and "humankind." In this respect, Aramaic preserves the same fundamental 

semantic range that is attested in Biblical Hebrew, Ugaritic, and Phoenician-Punic.³ 

At the same time, CAL records a substantial number of derivatives from the same root. These 

include the adjective ʾdmāy, "human"; the adverb ʾdmʾyt, "like Adam" or "Adamic"; the noun 

ʾdmtn, "the race of Adam" or "the descendants of Adam"; and the adjective ʾadamtānāy, meaning 

"earthly" or "of the earth." These derivatives demonstrate that Aramaic, like Hebrew, distinguishes 

lexemes denoting humanity from those referring to the earth, although they are formally related 

through the same consonantal sequence.⁴ 

As a separate entry, CAL records the noun dm, meaning "blood," together with numerous derived 

meanings, including bloodshed, bloodguilt, death caused by the shedding of blood, and bleeding. 

This confirms that Aramaic lexicography consistently distinguishes the lexeme denoting blood 

from the lexeme ʾdm denoting Adam or humanity, despite their formal similarity.⁵ 

The same conclusion is confirmed by Payne Smith's Thesaurus Syriacus. In this work, the Syriac 

lexeme ܐܕܡ is consistently recorded as the proper name Adam, supported by numerous biblical, 

liturgical, and patristic attestations, as well as in the broader sense of the human race. At the same 

time, entries denoting blood and other formally similar lexemes are treated entirely separately, 

without any attempt to establish an etymological identity with the name Adam.⁶ 

The Aramaic-Syriac evidence therefore confirms the continuous use of the lexeme ʾdm with the 

meanings "Adam," "man," "human being," and "humankind," while derivatives associated with 

the earth and with human nature are clearly distinguished lexicographically. As in the Ugaritic and 

Phoenician-Punic evidence, no proof has been identified that would allow one to conclude with 

certainty that the noun ʾdm historically derives from a lexeme denoting the earth or the color red. 

The Aramaic-Syriac sources confirm a shared Northwest Semitic lexical heritage but leave the 

question of the original etymology of the Hebrew lexeme אָדָם unresolved.⁷ 

Footnotes 

¹ See Lipiński, Edward. Semitic Languages: Outline of a Comparative Grammar. 2nd ed. Leuven: Peeters, 2001; 

Beyer, Klaus. The Aramaic Language: Its Distribution and Subdivisions. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 

1986. 

² The Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (CAL), Hebrew Union College; Payne Smith, Robert. Thesaurus Syriacus. 

Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1879–1901. 

³ CAL, s.v. ʾdm. 

⁴ CAL, s.v. ʾdm, ʾdmtn, ʾadamtānāy, ʾdmāy, ʾdmʾyt. 

⁵ CAL, s.v. dm. 

⁶ Payne Smith, Thesaurus Syriacus, s.v. ܐܕܡ. 

⁷ See Lipiński (2001); CAL; Payne Smith, Thesaurus Syriacus. 
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Arabic Material 

The Arabic language occupies a special place in the historical-comparative analysis of the Semitic 

languages because of its exceptionally rich lexical inventory and the fact that it has preserved a 

large number of ancient Semitic roots. As a member of the Central Semitic branch together with 

Hebrew and Aramaic, Arabic constitutes one of the most important sources for investigating the 

possible origin of the Hebrew root א־ד־ם. At the same time, the abundance of derivatives from the 

root أ د م allows a more detailed examination of its semantic development than is possible in most 

other Semitic languages.¹ 

The principal lexicographical sources for the study of the Arabic material are Edward William 

Lane's Arabic-English Lexicon, Ibn Manẓūr's Lisān al-ʿArab, al-Zabīdī's Tāj al-ʿArūs, and al-

Rāghib al-Iṣfahānī's Al-Mufradāt. A survey of these works shows that the root أ د م in Arabic 

encompasses several distinct yet interconnected semantic fields, including skin colour, skin or 

tanned leather, the surface of the earth, and the proper name Adam.² 

One of the oldest and most consistently attested semantic groups relates to colour. Lane records 

the adjective آدم with the meanings "dark-complexioned," "brown," or "earth-coloured," while the 

noun أدمة denotes a darker or brown complexion of human skin. At the same time, in descriptions 

of camels and gazelles the same adjective refers to various shades of white mixed with darker 

tones, demonstrating that the semantic field of this root developed differently depending on the 

referent.³ 

A second important semantic group comprises lexemes associated with skin or leather. Lane 

records the noun أديم with the meanings "tanned leather," "prepared skin," or simply "skin." In a 

figurative sense, the same word is also used to denote the surface of the earth (أديم الأرض), that is, 

its outer surface. This metaphorical usage is likewise attested in other classical Arabic dictionaries 

and represents one of the most interesting semantic features of this root.⁴ 

In addition, the Arabic root أ د م developed a number of meanings that are not directly related to 

colour or the earth. Lane records verbs meaning "to season bread," "to make agreeable," "to 

reconcile," "to establish harmony," or "to bring into accord," as well as nouns denoting seasoning, 

food accompaniment, or a means of bringing people together. These meanings demonstrate that 

the root underwent extensive semantic diversification over time, extending well beyond questions 

concerning the etymology of the name Adam.⁵ 

Particular attention should be given to the manner in which classical Arabic lexicography treats 

the proper name آدم. After reviewing a range of earlier opinions, Lane concludes that "the truth is 

that it is a foreign word," namely of Hebrew origin ("the truth is that it is a foreign word [i.e. 

Hebrew]"). Consequently, he does not derive the name Adam from the native Arabic root أ د م but 

regards it as a borrowing from Hebrew. This position constitutes an important observation for 

historical-etymological analysis, since it shows that even the rich Arabic lexicographical tradition 

does not regard the biblical name Adam as capable of being explained solely on the basis of native 

Arabic lexemes.⁶ 
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Compared with the other Semitic languages, the Arabic material exhibits an interesting 

combination of similarities and differences. As in Hebrew and Ugaritic, a semantic field associated 

with colour and the surface of the earth is clearly attested. Unlike Hebrew, however, where the 

same lexeme also denotes "man," Arabic treats the name Adam as a loanword, whereas the native 

root developed a series of meanings that are not directly connected with the concept of "human 

being." Thus, the Arabic evidence simultaneously confirms the antiquity of the semantic field 

associated with the root ʾ-d-m while demonstrating that formal similarity between lexemes does 

not in itself constitute sufficient evidence for their common historical origin.⁷ 

On the basis of the available lexicographical evidence, it may be concluded that Arabic provides 

exceptionally rich comparative material for the study of the Hebrew lexeme אָדָם. At the same time, 

it does not confirm an unequivocal etymological relationship between the name Adam and the 

meanings "earth," "red," or "man." Rather, it demonstrates that the root א־ד־ם developed a complex 

network of interconnected meanings over the course of its history. For this reason, the Arabic 

material constitutes an important, though not decisive, source of evidence for reconstructing the 

historical etymology of the Hebrew name Adam. 

Footnotes 

¹ Lipiński (2001); Versteegh (2006–2009). 

² Lane (1863–1893), s.v. أدم; Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, s.v. أدم; al-Zabīdī, Tāj al-ʿArūs, s.v. أدم. 

³ Lane (1863–1893), s.v. أدمة; Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, s.v. أدم. 

⁴ Lane (1863–1893), s.v. أديم; Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, s.v. أديم; al-Zabīdī, Tāj al-ʿArūs, s.v. أديم. 

⁵ Lane (1863–1893), s.v. أدم. 

⁶ Lane (1863–1893), s.v. مآد . 

⁷ Lipiński (2001); Lane (1863–1893), s.v. أدم. 

 

Ethiopic (Geʽez) Material 

Geʽez, or Classical Ethiopic, belongs to the South Semitic branch of the Semitic language family 

and constitutes one of the principal sources for the historical-comparative study of Proto-Semitic 

lexicon. Although geographically distant from the Northwest Semitic languages, its rich literary 

corpus and relatively conservative vocabulary permit comparison with Hebrew, Arabic, and other 

Semitic languages in reconstructing the possible development of the root .¹א־ד־ם  

The principal lexicographical source for the study of Geʽez is Dillmann's Lexicon Linguae 

Aethiopicae, which systematically documents the vocabulary of Classical Ethiopic. Examination 

of the relevant entries demonstrates that Geʽez preserves several lexemes associated with the root 

ʾ-d-m, although their semantic distribution is not identical to that found in Hebrew.² 

Under the entry አዳም (ʾĀdām), Dillmann records exclusively the proper name Adam, defining it 

as proprium hominis protoplasti, that is, "the name of the first man." He provides no etymological 

explanation and makes no attempt to connect the name with other lexemes derived from the same 

root.³ 
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In addition to the proper name, Dillmann records the adjective አዳማዊ (ʾadamāwī), which 

possesses two distinct lexical values. In its primary sense it means "human" (humanus), whereas 

in its secondary sense it denotes "red," "ruddy," or "reddish" (rufus). The dictionary treats these as 

separate lexical meanings without suggesting that one historically derives from the other.⁴ 

Particularly significant is the verbal entry አደመ (ʾadama), for which Dillmann gives the meanings 

rubuit ("became red," "reddened") and fuscus evasit ("became dark," "turned dark"). This entry 

provides clear evidence that the semantic field of red or darker colour forms an integral part of the 

Geʽez lexical family associated with the root ʾ-d-m.⁵ 

Dillmann also records the noun አዲም (ʾadīm), defined as pellis rubro colore infecta ("skin dyed 

red") or corium ("skin," "tanned leather"). This lexeme constitutes a very close parallel to the 

Arabic أديم (adīm), which likewise denotes skin or tanned leather.⁶ 

Unlike Hebrew, however, Dillmann does not record within the same root a noun corresponding to 

the Hebrew אֲדָמָה in the sense of "earth," "ground," or "arable soil." The absence of such a lexeme 

constitutes an important comparative observation, since it demonstrates that the semantic 

association between the name Adam and the earth, characteristic of Biblical Hebrew, is not attested 

in Geʽez.⁷ 

Equally significant is the fact that Dillmann consistently distinguishes the lexemes belonging to 

the root ʾ-d-m from the noun ደም (dam), meaning "blood." The entries for አዳም, አደመ, and 

አዳማዊ contain no reference whatsoever to the noun ደም, nor do they establish any etymological 

relationship between them. Likewise, the entry for ደም contains no association with Adam, 

humanity, or the earth. Thus, Geʽez lexicography clearly separates these two lexical families 

despite their phonetic similarity.⁸ 

Taken as a whole, the Geʽez material confirms the existence of a well-developed semantic family 

associated with the name Adam, human nature, the colour red, and skin, but it does not attest the 

connection with the earth that is characteristic of Hebrew. In this respect, Geʽez exhibits greater 

affinity with Arabic than with Hebrew. At the same time, like the other modern lexicographical 

sources examined in this study, Dillmann does not derive the historical etymology of the name 

Adam from the concepts of red, earth, or blood, but rather treats these lexemes as distinct lexical 

units. Geʽez therefore constitutes an important comparative source for the study of the root א־ד־ם, 

yet it does not by itself provide a definitive solution to the question of its original etymology. 

Footnotes 

¹ Lipiński (2001); Voigt (2012). 

² Dillmann (1865). 

³ Dillmann (1865), s.v. አዳም. 

⁴ Dillmann (1865), s.v. አዳማዊ. 

⁵ Dillmann (1865), s.v. አደመ. 

⁶ Dillmann (1865), s.v. አዲም. 

⁷ Dillmann (1865); HALOT (2001), s.v. אֲדָמָה. 
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⁸ Dillmann (1865), s.v. ደም. 

⁹ Dillmann (1865); Lipiński (2001). 

 

Etymology of the Lexeme אָדָם 

The etymology of the Hebrew lexeme אָדָם has long been one of the most extensively debated 

questions in Semitic philology. Although traditional exegetical literature has frequently assumed 

that the origin of this lexeme is directly explained by Genesis 2:7, where the human being is formed 

from the ground (אֲדָמָה), historical-comparative linguistics demonstrates that such an interpretation 

is insufficient to establish its historical etymology. As the preceding chapters have shown, the 

semantic field of the root א־ד־ם developed in different ways across the Semitic languages, making 

it necessary to distinguish the literary motivation of the biblical text from the historical 

reconstruction of the origin of the lexeme itself.¹ 

Traditional Hebrew lexicography generally assumes a close historical relationship between אדם 

and אדמה. Gesenius regards both lexemes as belonging to the same etymological family and 

associates them with the semantic field of the earth and reddish colour, while allowing for the 

possibility that the original motivation was connected with the colour of the soil.² Davidson accepts 

the same basic relationship but focuses more on grammatical and lexicographical analysis than on 

historical reconstruction.³ Brown–Driver–Briggs likewise notes the relationship between אדם and 

 but refrains from making categorical claims regarding the direction of derivation, whereas אדמה

HALOT adopts an even more cautious position and explicitly avoids drawing a definitive 

etymological conclusion where comparative evidence is insufficient.⁴ Viewed chronologically, 

Hebrew lexicography over the past two centuries reveals a gradual departure from the search for a 

single etymological explanation, accompanied by an increasing emphasis on the historical-

comparative analysis of the entire Semitic corpus. 

The oldest and most widely accepted etymological hypothesis connects אדם with the noun אֲדָמָה, 

"earth" or "ground." This proposal is supported by the biblical narrative itself in Genesis 2:7, where 

the human being is formed from the ground, as well as by the fact that Hebrew, Phoenician-Punic, 

and Aramaic all preserve corresponding lexemes for "man" and "earth" within the same lexical 

family. In the Great Isaiah Scroll from Qumran, both lexemes occur with the same fundamental 

meanings, demonstrating that their usage was already well established during the Second Temple 

period.⁵ 

Historical-comparative analysis, however, demonstrates that this relationship is insufficient to 

establish a historical etymology. Geʽez possesses no noun within the same root corresponding to 

the Hebrew אֲדָמָה, whereas in Arabic the semantic field of the earth is represented primarily by the 

lexeme أدَِيم, denoting the surface of the earth, rather than by the name Adam. Ugaritic preserves 

the noun ʾdm meaning "man," but no corresponding noun meaning "earth" within the same root. 

This distribution indicates that the relationship between humanity and the earth did not develop 

uniformly throughout the Semitic languages. It is therefore more probable that the biblical author 

employed an already existing formal similarity between the two lexemes in order to construct a 

powerful literary paronomasia than that the Genesis narrative itself constitutes evidence of their 

historical origin.⁶ 
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A second major etymological hypothesis derives אדם from the semantic field of the colour red. 

Unlike the association with the earth, this semantic field is attested in a larger number of Semitic 

languages. Ugaritic preserves the verb ʾ-d-m meaning "to become red"; Arabic records the 

adjective آدم and the noun أدمة referring to a darker or reddish complexion; and Geʽez preserves the 

verb አደመ meaning "to become red" together with the adjective አዳማዊ meaning "reddish." Within 

Hebrew itself, the adjective אָדוֹם and the noun אֹדֶם clearly belong to the semantic field of red. The 

widespread distribution of these forms suggests that the semantic association with the colour red 

is ancient and probably inherited from Proto-Semitic.⁷ 

Nevertheless, this hypothesis likewise cannot be regarded as proven. The principal reason is that 

the leading lexicographical authorities decline to derive the noun meaning "man" from the verb 

meaning "to become red." DULAT explicitly states that the etymological relationship between the 

Ugaritic noun ʾdm "man" and the verb ʾ-d-m "to become red" is uncertain. HALOT adopts a 

similarly cautious position for Hebrew, while Lane likewise does not derive the name Adam from 

native Arabic lexemes denoting colour but instead regards it as a borrowing from Hebrew. 

Consequently, the broad distribution of the meaning "red" cannot in itself demonstrate that the 

name Adam historically originated from this semantic field.⁸ 

A third hypothesis seeks to associate the name Adam with blood. At first sight, this proposal 

appears attractive because of the formal similarity between the Hebrew lexemes אדם and דם, 

together with their corresponding forms in other Semitic languages. However, examination of the 

primary lexicographical sources provides no support for such a connection. CAL consistently 

distinguishes the Aramaic dm "blood" from the lexeme ʾdm "Adam." In Geʽez, Dillmann treats 

ደም ("blood") as an entirely separate entry without associating it with either አዳም or አደመ. Lane 

likewise does not derive the name Adam from Arabic lexemes denoting blood, nor does CAD 

contain evidence linking the Hebrew אדם with Akkadian terms for blood. None of the standard 

lexicographical sources examined in this study accepts an etymological relationship between the 

name Adam and blood.⁹ 

The results of the comparative analysis presented here demonstrate that none of the three principal 

etymological hypotheses can be established with complete certainty. The relationship between אדם 

and אדמה undoubtedly exists within the literary structure of the biblical text and is attested in part 

of the Northwest Semitic languages, yet it is not universally confirmed throughout the Semitic 

language family. The semantic field of the colour red is more widely distributed across the Semitic 

languages than the association with the earth, but even this evidence is insufficient to demonstrate 

that the noun אדם historically derives from the meaning "red." The hypothesis connecting the name 

Adam with blood proves to be the least convincing, since the principal lexicographical authorities 

consistently fail to support such an etymological relationship. 

Based on all the evidence examined, it may be concluded that the lexeme אדם belongs to a very 

ancient Semitic lexical family whose principal semantic domains include human being, mankind, 

earth, the colour red or dark hues, and, in certain languages, skin or leather. However, the 

distribution of these meanings varies from one language to another and does not permit a secure 

reconstruction of the original Proto-Semitic meaning. The most cautious conclusion is therefore 

that the historical etymology of the lexeme אָדָם remains an open question. What can be stated with 

considerably greater confidence is that the author of the Genesis narrative deliberately exploited 
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the existing formal and semantic proximity between אדם and אדמה in order to construct one of the 

most striking examples of literary paronomasia in Biblical Hebrew. That literary relationship 

unquestionably exists, but in itself it does not constitute sufficient evidence for a common 

historical origin of the two lexemes.¹⁰ 

Table 1. Distribution of the Principal Lexemes of the א־ד־ם Family in the Semitic Languages 

Examined 

Language 
 אדם

(man/Adam) 
Earth 

Red/dark 

colour 
Blood Skin/leather Evidential value 

Hebrew + + + + – 

The only language exhibiting 

the complete semantic network; 

the direction of development 

cannot be demonstrated. 

Akkadian – – – + – 

Confirms the antiquity of the 

lexeme for blood but does not 

contribute to the etymology of 

 .אדם

Ugaritic + – + – – 

Confirms "man" and the colour 

red, but DULAT does not 

confirm an etymological 

relationship between them. 

Phoenician-

Punic 
+ + – – – 

Confirms "man" and "earth," 

without evidence connecting 

them to the semantic field of red. 

Aramaic + + – + – 
CAL consistently distinguishes 

ʾdm from dm. 

Syriac + + – + – 

Payne Smith consistently 

distinguishes "man" from 

"blood." 

Arabic + ± + + + 

Richly developed semantic 

family associated with colour 

and skin; Lane does not derive 

Adam from blood. 

Geʽez + – + + + 

Dillmann confirms "man," 

colour, and skin, but does not 

associate Adam with either the 

earth or blood. 

Legend: 

+= clearly attested in the standard lexicographical sources  

– = not attested 
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± = limited or indirect attestation (e.g., Arabic adīm al-arḍ, but not a noun corresponding to the 

Hebrew אֲדָמָה) 

Table 2. Critical Evaluation of the Principal Etymological Hypotheses Concerning the Origin of 

the Lexeme אָדָם 

Hypothesis 
Evidence Supporting the 

Hypothesis 

Evidence Against the 

Hypothesis 
Assessment 

אדמה← אדם   

Literary paronomasia in 

Genesis 2–3; accepted or 

favoured by Gesenius, 

Davidson, and BDB; 

Hebrew develops a rich אדם–

 .semantic network אדמה

Outside Hebrew there is no 

broad attestation of a noun 

corresponding to ʾădāmāh; 

HALOT adopts a cautious 

position; literary association 

does not constitute historical 

proof. 

Plausible as a literary 

motivation; the 

historical etymology 

remains unproven. 

 "red" ← אדם

Hebrew ֹםאָדו ; Ugaritic verb 

"to become red"; Arabic 

ʾudma/ʾadma; Geʽez 

rubuit/rufus; numerous 

semantic parallels relating to 

skin colour. 

No language clearly 

demonstrates a historical 

development from "red" to 

"man"; DULAT explicitly 

leaves the question open. 

A strong shared 

semantic field exists, 

but the historical 

direction of 

development remains 

uncertain. 

 ← אדם

"blood" (דם) 

"Blood" is an exceptionally 

stable Proto-Semitic lexeme 

(Hebrew, Arabic, Aramaic, 

Syriac, Geʽez, Akkadian); 

phonetic similarity to אדם. 

CAL, Lane, and Dillmann 

consistently distinguish 

"blood" from Adam; none of 

the lexicons examined 

derives אדם from דם. 

The weakest-

supported hypothesis; 

it may be considered 

only as an 

interpretative 

possibility, not as 

historical evidence. 

Common 

Proto-Semitic 

semantic 

family 

Different Semitic languages 

preserve different members 

of the same semantic 

network (man, earth, colour, 

skin, blood); the evidence is 

complementary. 

The historical sequence in 

which these meanings 

developed cannot be 

reconstructed with certainty. 

Best supported by the 

comparative evidence 

presented in this study. 

Table 3. Degree of Support for the Individual Hypotheses 

Hypothesis Degree of Support 

Literary relationship between אדם and אדמה in Genesis Demonstrated 

Semantic association of man–earth–red in Hebrew Demonstrated 

Existence of a broader Proto-Semitic semantic family Highly probable 

 Unproven אדמה historically derived from אדם

 historically derived from the semantic field of "red" Unproven אדם

 historically derived from "blood" Unproven אדם
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Hypothesis Degree of Support 

Definitive Proto-Semitic etymology of the lexeme אדם Open question 

Table 4. Types of Sources Used and Their Role in the Study 

Source Category Sources Used Role in the Study 

Primary Hebrew 

lexicons 

Gesenius, Davidson, BDB, 

HALOT 

Primary basis for the analysis of the Hebrew 

lexemes and the evaluation of the etymological 

hypotheses. 

Primary 

comparative 

lexicons 

CAD, AHw, CDA, DULAT, 

DNWSI, CAL, Payne Smith, 

Lane, Dillmann 

Identification of Semitic parallels and 

assessment of the historical-comparative 

linguistic evidence. 

Secondary 

philological 

literature 

Hess, Collins, Niskanen, 

Thomas, Almalech, 

Dorfmann-Lazarev, Saleem, 

and others 

Examination of the history of interpretation, 

methodological issues, and the literary 

function of the lexeme. 

Biblical texts 
Masoretic Text; Great Isaiah 

Scroll (1QIsaa) 

Analysis of the literary use of the lexeme and 

its textual tradition; not employed as 

independent evidence for historical 

etymology. 

Table 4 demonstrates that the conclusions of this study are based primarily on the analysis of 

primary lexicographical sources, whereas the secondary literature has been used chiefly to examine 

the history of interpretation, methodological issues, and the literary function of the lexemes under 

consideration. 

Table 5. Comparative Overview of the Principal Members of the א־ד־ם Lexical Family in the 

Semitic Languages Examined 

Language 
 / אדם

Man 

 / אֲדָמָה

Earth 

 / דָם

Blood 

Red / 

Dark 

Colour 

Skin Conclusion 

Hebrew Attested Attested Attested Attested 
Not 

attested 

The only language examined in 

which man, earth, blood, and red 

colour form a fully developed 

lexical-semantic network. The 

historical direction of 

development cannot be 

demonstrated. 

Akkadian 
Not 

attested 

Not 

attested 
Attested 

Not 

attested 

Not 

attested 

Preserves a very ancient lexeme 

for "blood" (damu), but 

contributes no evidence for the 

etymology of אדם. 



Željko Stanojević                                                                            Institute for Hebrew Language and Literature 

39 
 

Language 
 / אדם

Man 

 / אֲדָמָה

Earth 

 / דָם

Blood 

Red / 

Dark 

Colour 

Skin Conclusion 

Ugaritic Attested 
Not 

attested 

Not 

attested 
Attested 

Not 

attested 

Attests both ʾdm ("man") and the 

verb "to become red," but 

DULAT does not confirm an 

historical etymological 

relationship between them. 

Phoenician-

Punic 
Attested Attested 

Not 

attested 

Not 

attested 

Not 

attested 

Attests lexemes for both "man" 

and "earth," but provides no 

evidence linking them with red 

colour or blood. 

Aramaic Attested Attested Attested 
Not 

attested 

Not 

attested 

CAL consistently distinguishes 

ʾdm ("Adam," "man") from dm 

("blood"). 

Syriac Attested Attested Attested 
Not 

attested 

Not 

attested 

Payne Smith attests "man," 

Adam, and derivatives relating to 

the earth, while treating "blood" 

under a separate lexical entry. 

Arabic Attested 
Limited 

attestation 
Attested Attested Attested 

Displays a richly developed 

semantic family associated with 

skin colour and the surface of the 

earth; Lane does not derive Adam 

from blood. 

Geʽez Attested 
Not 

attested 
Attested Attested Attested 

Dillmann attests "man," red 

colour, and skin, but records 

neither an equivalent of Hebrew 

 nor any connection between אֲדָמָה

Adam and blood. 

Note: "Limited attestation" refers to cases in which semantic or lexical similarity is present (e.g., 

Arabic adīm al-arḍ), but no lexeme corresponding directly to the Hebrew אֲדָמָה is attested. 

Fusnote 

¹ Hess (1988); Lipiński (2001); Voigt (2012). 

² Gesenius, Thesaurus Philologicus Criticus Linguae Hebraeae et Chaldaeae Veteris Testamenti (1835–1858); 

Gesenius, Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon (1847). 

³ Davidson, The Analytical Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon (1894). 

⁴ Brown, Driver & Briggs (1907); Koehler, Baumgartner & Stamm (2001). 

⁵ Post 2,7; Stanojević, Kumranski spisi: dokaz verodostojnosti Biblije. Tom 2: Tajna Isaijinog svitka (2012). 

⁶ HALOT (2001); DULAT (2003); Krahmalkov (2000); CAL. 

⁷ DULAT (2003); Lane (1863–1893); Dillmann (1865); HALOT (2001). 

⁸ DULAT, s.v. ʾdm (I); HALOT, s.v. אדם; Lane, s.v. آدم. 

⁹ CAL, s.v. dm; Dillmann, s.v. ደም; Lane, s.v. دم; CAD, sv. D. 

¹⁰ Hess (1988); HALOT (2001); DULAT (2003); Lipiński (2001). 
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Discussion 

The comparative analysis of the principal Hebrew lexicons demonstrates a clear methodological 

development in approaches to the etymology of the lexeme אָדָם. Earlier lexicographers, 

particularly Gesenius and Davidson, proceeded from the assumption that a direct historical 

relationship exists between the lexemes אָדָם, אֲדָמָה, and אָדוֹם, with the Genesis narrative being 

accepted to a large extent as confirmation of such a relationship. Brown–Driver–Briggs retains the 

same general framework, although with somewhat more cautious formulations. By contrast, 

HALOT represents a fundamentally different methodological approach: the formal similarity of 

these lexemes and their association within the biblical narrative are no longer regarded as sufficient 

evidence for historical etymology. This development demonstrates that, over the past one hundred 

and fifty years, not only has the interpretation of the lexeme אָדָם changed, but, more importantly, 

the criteria by which etymological hypotheses are evaluated have undergone substantial revision. 

A similar methodological development can be observed in the contemporary scholarly literature. 

The authors examined generally accept the existence of a literary and theological relationship 

between אדם and אדמה in Genesis, while simultaneously refraining from drawing conclusions 

concerning their historical origin. Samuel Thomas argues that the relationship between humanity 

and the earth is primarily shaped through literary paronomasia, whereas Mony Almalech interprets 

the same group of lexemes as a unified cultural-semiotic network. Hess, Collins, Dorfmann-

Lazarev, and other scholars likewise distinguish literary function from historical etymology. 

Although their individual approaches differ, they share a common methodological restraint 

regarding the reconstruction of the original meaning of the lexeme אָדָם. 

The most significant results emerged from the comparative analysis of the Semitic languages. 

None of the languages examined preserves the complete semantic family attested in Hebrew; 

rather, each retains only particular elements of it. Ugaritic attests both the lexeme for "man" and 

the verb "to become red," yet its principal lexicographical source does not accept a secure 

etymological relationship between them. Phoenician-Punic preserves the lexemes for "man" and 

"earth," but not their association with the semantic field of red colour. The Aramaic-Syriac material 

consistently distinguishes the lexemes for "man" and "blood." Arabic and Geʽez exhibit 

particularly rich developments in meanings associated with colour and skin, whereas Akkadian 

provides no direct parallel to the Hebrew אדם in the sense of "man." Taken together, these data 

point to the existence of a broad semantic family while failing to permit the reconstruction of a 

secure historical direction of semantic development. 

Particular significance should be attached to the negative lexicographical evidence obtained in this 

study. The analysis was directed not only toward identifying evidence supporting individual 

hypotheses but also toward determining cases in which the leading lexicons explicitly do not 

confirm proposed etymological relationships. Such cases are especially important with regard to 

the hypothesis linking אדם with דם. Although the lexeme for "blood" is among the oldest and most 

stable in the Semitic languages, none of the standard lexicographical sources examined derives 

 ;from that root. This finding does not demonstrate that no historical relationship ever existed אדם

rather, it indicates that such a relationship cannot presently be established on philological grounds. 
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On the basis of the evidence collected, it is possible to propose an interpretative model for the 

development of the semantic family surrounding the root א־ד־ם. The languages examined preserve 

a very ancient semantic field associated with red or dark colour, a stable and widely distributed 

lexeme for blood, together with variously developed lexemes denoting man, skin, and earth. 

Nevertheless, the available evidence is insufficient to establish a reliable historical sequence 

linking these meanings. Any attempt to reconstruct such a sequence must therefore remain at the 

level of a working hypothesis rather than a demonstrated historical etymology. 

The principal contribution of the present study does not lie in proposing a new etymology for the 

lexeme אָדָם, but rather in the systematic integration of evidence drawn from the major Hebrew 

lexicons, the standard lexicographical sources for other Semitic languages, and the contemporary 

scholarly literature into a unified comparative analysis. This approach has made it possible to 

evaluate the existing hypotheses according to the same methodological criteria and to distinguish 

clearly between historically established evidence and interpretative reconstruction. In this respect, 

the findings of the present study illuminate the current limits of scholarly knowledge more than 

they provide a definitive solution to the problem of the origin of the lexeme אָדָם. 

The principal limitation of this study lies in the fact that the analysis is based on the standard 

lexicographical sources and a representative corpus of contemporary scholarship rather than on 

the complete epigraphic and manuscript evidence available for all Semitic languages. 

Consequently, several questions remain unresolved and require further investigation, particularly 

in the fields of Proto-Semitic lexicology and historical semantics. 

Scholarly Contribution of the Study 

The present investigation has enabled a systematic comparison between the principal Hebrew 

lexicons and the standard lexicographical sources for Akkadian, Ugaritic, Phoenician-Punic, 

Aramaic, Syriac, Arabic, and Geʽez. Such a comparative approach has made it possible to evaluate 

the competing etymological hypotheses concerning the origin of the lexeme אָדָם according to a 

unified methodological framework, rather than examining them in isolation within individual 

languages or philological traditions. 

One of the principal findings of this study is that the Semitic languages examined do not preserve 

an identical set of meanings associated with the root א־ד־ם. Whereas Hebrew exhibits the most 

elaborate lexical-semantic network encompassing man, earth, red colour, and the phonetically 

related lexeme for blood, the remaining Semitic languages preserve only individual members of 

this semantic family. The comparative analysis demonstrates that this uneven distribution of 

evidence constitutes one of the principal obstacles to reconstructing the historical etymology of 

the lexeme. 

A further contribution of this study is the consistent application of both positive and negative 

lexicographical evidence in the evaluation of competing etymological hypotheses. In addition to 

the evidence explicitly affirmed by the standard lexicons, attention has also been given to cases in 

which the principal lexicographical sources either reject or leave unresolved proposed 

etymological relationships between individual lexemes. Such findings have not been interpreted 

as evidence that a particular historical relationship never existed; rather, they indicate that, on the 
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basis of the currently available lexicographical evidence, such a relationship cannot be regarded 

as historically established. 

The comparative analysis undertaken in this study has also enabled a critical evaluation of the 

principal hypotheses connecting the origin of the lexeme אָדָם with אֲדָמָה, the semantic field of red 

colour, or the lexeme דָם. The results demonstrate that none of these hypotheses is supported by 

sufficient historical-comparative evidence to warrant its acceptance as a definitive explanation, 

although each rests upon philologically significant observations deserving serious consideration. 

Finally, this study confirms that it is methodologically essential to distinguish consistently between 

historical etymology and the literary and theological function of the lexeme אָדָם within the biblical 

text. Such a distinction makes it possible to recognize the literary paronomasia between אדם and 

 as an unquestionable feature of the Genesis narrative without automatically treating it as אדמה

evidence for the common historical origin of these lexemes. 

 

Conclusion 

The aim of the present study has been to critically re-examine the principal etymological 

hypotheses concerning the origin of the Hebrew lexeme אָדָם through the application of the 

historical-comparative method and the analysis of primary lexicographical sources. Particular 

attention has been devoted to distinguishing the historical etymology of the lexeme from its literary 

and theological function within the biblical text. 

The findings demonstrate that none of the three hypotheses most frequently proposed in the 

scholarly literature—derivation from אֲדָמָה, from the semantic field of red colour, or from the 

lexeme דָם—is supported by sufficient historical-comparative evidence to warrant its acceptance 

as a definitive explanation. At the same time, the comparative analysis shows that the individual 

Semitic languages preserve different components of the broader semantic family associated with 

the root א־ד־ם, whereas Biblical Hebrew alone develops its most elaborate literary and theological 

articulation. 

The principal contribution of this study lies in bringing together the Hebrew, Akkadian, Ugaritic, 

Phoenician-Punic, Aramaic, Syriac, Arabic, and Geʽez evidence within a single comparative 

framework, while consistently distinguishing primary lexicographical evidence from subsequent 

philological and exegetical interpretations. Such an approach has made it possible to evaluate the 

existing etymological hypotheses according to a unified methodological standard and to define 

more precisely the limits of what may legitimately be regarded as historically demonstrable on the 

basis of the currently available evidence. 

Although the etymology of the lexeme אָדָם remains an open question, the present analysis 

demonstrates that its investigation necessarily requires the integration of historical-comparative 

linguistics, Semitic philology, and critical lexicography. Future research, particularly that based 

upon new epigraphic discoveries and further reconstruction of the Proto-Semitic lexical inventory, 

may contribute to a more precise understanding of the development of the semantic family 
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associated with the root א־ד־ם. Given the present state of scholarship, the most defensible 

conclusion is that the historical etymology of the lexeme אָדָם remains an open scholarly question, 

whereas its literary and theological reinterpretation within the Biblical Hebrew text is firmly 

established. 
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