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Vorwort der Herausgeber 

 

Der vorliegende Band von KUSATU vereinigt Beiträge des 10. 
Mainz International Colloquium on Ancient Hebrew (MICAH), das 
vom 28. bis 30. Oktober 2011 an der Johannes Gutenberg-
Universität Mainz gehalten wurden.  

Am 30. Januar 1998 fanden sich auf Einladung von Reinhard G. 
Lehmann ca. vierzig in der Althebraistik forschende und lehrende 
Wissenschaftler aus Deutschland, den Niederlanden, Frankreich 
und der Schweiz zu einem Mainzer Hebraistisches Kolloquium 
zusammen. Der Anlaß war ein Vortrag von Ernst Jenni (Basel) 
über „Die Präposition Lamed mit dem Infinitiv“ an der Johannes 
Gutenberg-Universität Mainz. Das Treffen war von einem Kreis 
von Mitarbeitern um Diethelm Michel (1931-1999) an der For-

schungsstelle für hebräische Syntax (seit 2003: Forschungsstelle 

für Althebräische Sprache & Epigraphik) der Mainzer Universität 
organisiert worden und fand so großes Interesse, daß noch im 
Herbst desselben Jahres ein zweites Treffen durchgeführt werden 
konnte, dem dann bis 2003 sechs weitere, jährlich stattfindende 
Tagungen unter dem Namen Mainzer Hebraistisches Kolloquium 

(MHK) folgten. Neben gezielt eingeladenen Referenten aus dem In- 
und Ausland konnte dabei auch vermehrt hebraistisch-semitisti-
schen Nachwuchswissenschaftlern die Gelegenheit gegeben wer-
den, ihre Projekte mit Kurzvorträgen (‘short papers’) in einer 
zugleich persönlichen und kollegialen Atmosphäre vorzustellen 
und zu diskutieren. Daraus werden die Diskurspartner des Faches 
in der Zukunft – getreu jenem dies diem docet, das schon seit dem 
19. Jahrhundert den Seiten des Gesenius’schen Handwörterbuches 
voransteht. 

Der internationale Zuspruch ermutigte dazu, das Kolloquium 
programmatisch auch auf das nähere sprachliche Umfeld des 
Althebräischen (Aramäisch, Phönizisch, Ugaritisch etc.) auszu-
weiten und es seit 2004, nun im Zweijahresrhythmus, zwei- bis 
dreitägig und unter dem Namen Mainz International Colloquium 

on Ancient Hebrew (MICAH) fortzuführen, organisiert an der 



vi   

Mainzer Forschungsstelle für Althebräische Sprache & Epigraphik 
in Zusammenarbeit mit Anna Elise Zernecke (Mainz) und 
Johannes F. Diehl (Frankfurt a. M.). Das 11. Mainz International 

Colloquium on Ancient Hebrew wird vom 1. bis 3. November 2013 
an der Johannes Gutenberg-Universität Mainz stattfinden. 

Die Beiträge des 10. Mainz International Colloquium on Ancient 

Hebrew sind für den Druck teils nur leicht, teils aber auch 
erheblich überarbeit bzw. erweitert worden. Den Prinzipien von 
KUSATU folgend, daß der wissenschaftliche Diskurs letztlich nicht 
durch äußere formale Vorgaben der Herausgeber bestimmt werden 
sollte, ist den Autoren dabei größtmögliche Freiheit bei der Gestal-
tung eingeräumt worden. Dies erklärt die zum Teil erheblichen 
Unterschiede der Beiträge in Länge und literarischer Form. 

Der Band ist in vier Sektionen gegliedert („Grammatica & Syntac-
tica“ – „Epigraphica“ – „Hebraica & Masoretica“ – „Aramaica“). 
Die Anordnung innerhalb dieser Gruppen erfolgte nach themati-
schen und zum Teil auch praktisch-technischen Gesichtspunkten. 
Aus aktuellem Anlass sind schliesslich unter einer weiteren Rubrik 
„Novitates“ Beobachtungen der Herausgeber zur neupublizierten 
Ophel-Pithosinschrift beigegeben. 

In Zeiten, in denen die Geschwindigkeit literarischer Produktivität 
zum Qualitätsmerkmal zu verkommen droht, wird Geduld zur 
editorischen Tugend. In dieser Geduld üben sich die Herausgeber 
von KUSATU – mit welchem Erfolg, das mögen Autoren und Leser 
beurteilen. Wir jedenfalls jedenfalls danken unsererseits den 
Autoren für ihre Geduld, und stellvertretend dabei auch jenen 
Schnelleren, welche auf die Langsameren warteten. Ein besonderer 
Dank für Geduld gebührt dabei Kwang Cheol Park, der die Manu-
skripte mit immer wieder neuen notwendig gewordenen Änderun-
gen und Modifikationen unermüdlich betreute und die endgültige 
Druckfassung erstellte. 

Mainz, im Juli 2013 

Reinhard G. Lehmann & Anna Elise Zernecke 



Investigating the Possible Verb-Subject to      
Subject-Verb Shift in Ancient Hebrew:            
Methodological First Steps 
Robert D. Holmstedt 

Some Semitic languages, such as Arabic and Aramaic, exhibit a 
shift in basic word order, from Verb-Subject to Subject-Verb. 
Givón (1977) argued that Biblical Hebrew, too, exhibits the VS-
to-SV shift, but only in later Biblical Hebrew. Previous study by 
this author suggests that at least some texts in the Hebrew Bible 
exhibit a stronger SV pattern than VS pattern. This study will 
consider how a possible word order shift in ancient Hebrew 
could be investigated, and so suggest a roadmap for future   
study. 

1. Introduction 
It is a truism that languages change over time. And with numerous 
demonstrable changes during the first millennium B.C.E., it is clear 
that ancient Hebrew is no exception.1 The implications of diachro-

                                                        
1 Ian Young, Robert Rezetko, and Martin Ehrensvärd have vigorously 
challenged the ability to date biblical Hebrew texts in their 2008 work, 
Linguistic Dating of Biblical Texts, and continued projects. Although 
these authors maintain that their work is about texts and not language, per 
se, in their denial of any discernible changes among the data of the bibli-
cal texts and their proposed replacement of the ancient-standard-late bib-
lical Hebrew framework with a “concurrent dialects” hypothesis, they 
have necessarily engaged the linguistic question. And in doing so, they 
have denied not just absolute dating of texts, but also the relative dating 
of texts as well as the relative dating of linguistic features within the texts. 
For a discussion of the methodological problems, including logical flaws, 
in this argument, see the collection of papers in Miller-Naudé and Zevit 
2012 (especially the papers of Cook, Dresher, and Holmstedt). Also, see 
the online posts, with often animated exchanges in the comment sections, 
at h t tp : / /anc ien thebrewgrammar .wordpress .com/2011/10/24/
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nic changes in languages can be broad and far-reaching. For in-
stance, ‘external’ changes induced by language contact and lexical 
borrowing provide insight into the political orientation of Hebrew 
speakers and writers at various periods in their history, such as 
with the influence of Aramaic in the Persian period and with the in-
fluence of Greek in the Hellenistic period. Additionally, both 
‘external’ and ‘internal’ historical changes have played a signi-
ficant part in the linguistic dating of biblical books, so much so that 
the nineteenth-century scholar Franz Delitzsch famously pro-
nounced that “if the book of Qoheleth were Solomonic, there 
would be no history of Hebrew” (Delitzsch 1875:197).  

For all the recent attention given to the history of ancient Hebrew, 
an interesting, yet unsurprising, asymmetry marks the endeavor: 
numerous discussions of phonological, morphological, semantic, 
and lexical features exist, while changes in syntax, such as word 
order, go unstudied. Of course, this asymmetry has long precedent. 
Despite centuries of historical-comparative linguistic study of Se-
mitic language, including Hebrew, historical syntax remains rarely 
studied and thus poorly understood. Within Indo-European histori-
cal linguistics, a long tradition of syntax research produced, among 
other results, the Agglutination Theory, the Growth Principle, the 
principle of grammaticalization, Wackernagel’s Law, Behaghel’s 
Law (see Harris and Campbell 1995). Interest in diachronic syntac-
tic issues within Indo-European linguistics goes back at least to 
Franz Bopp’s work starting in the early nineteenth century (1816); 
by the end of the that century Berthold Delbrück had produced 
monographs both on the method of historical-comparative syntax 
(1880) and a historical-comparative description of Indo-Germanic 
syntax (1893-1900). Such diachronic syntactic study, with specific 
focus on Indo-European languages, continued through the twen-
tieth century and has thrived in last few decades, when it has often 
been combined with more recent theories of language (see, among 

                                                                                                                  
biblical-hebrew-diachrony-continued-again/, and 
http://www.bibleinterp.com/articles/rez358028.shtml. 
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many others, Lehmann 1974, Friedrich 1975, Lightfoot 1979, Faar-
lund 1990, Harris and Campbell 1995, Roberts 2007).  

It is in this context that the veritable absence of historical syntactic 
study within Hebrew and Semitic studies stands out. Semitic lin-
guistics has focused on phonology, morphology, and etymology, 
often to the exclusion of syntax. For example, in his comparative 
Semitic grammar (1908-13), Brockelmann listed syntactic examp-
les from numerous languages and periods, but refrained from dia-
chronic analysis. This eschewal of historical syntactic study is 
sometimes grounded in the claim that too much of Semitic syntax 
is due to non-Semitic language contact, thereby making historical 
syntactic reconstruction ill-advised (see Pat-El 2008 for a recent 
survey). Even if the claim of contact-induced change were correct 
(and in some cases, it does seem likely), identifying the contact-
induced changes and their specific origins is unarguably worth-
while. And yet, John Huehnergard’s assessment of the status 
quaestionis fifteen years ago remains accurate: “one of the main 
desiderata for the future in Semitic linguistics is more work on 
syntax, both synchronically and diachronically in individual langu-
ages such as Akkadian, Classical Ethiopic, and Hebrew, and on 
various comparative levels across languages” (1996:267).  

Hebrew linguistic study has patterned with general Semitics. Great 
attention has been given to changes in Hebrew phonology, mor-
phology, morpho-syntax, and lexical semantics, from scholars such 
as the great Wilhelm Gesenius in the early nineteenth century to 
the most insightful Hebraists currently active in the field, such as 
Avi Hurvitz at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. But even be-
fore the Saussurean shift from diachronic to synchronic linguistics 
occurred, the older works show that the study of Hebrew syntax 
had already been incarcerated in a synchronic cell. Thus, while 
Hebrew syntax in general has not been neglected, diachronic ana-
lyses are severely lacking. By offering this study of a possible 
word order shift in ancient Hebrew, I hope both to encourage grea-
ter interest in diachronic Hebrew syntax and to illustrate how at 
least one issue could be investigated. 
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2. The Semitic Context 
A common view of ancient Semitic word order is that the lan-
guages overwhelmingly exhibit a Verb-Subject-Object (VSO) ty-
pological profile (see, e.g., Lipiński 2001:498-499). This profile is 
also often reconstructed for proto-Semitic, although SOV has also 
been proposed (Givón 1976 1977, Haayer 1986, Lieberman 1986; 
see also Michalowski 2000[2005]). Of the earliest attested Semitic 
languages, the only one that departs from VSO order is Akkadian, 
which is strictly SOV. However, many other features of Akka-
dian’s syntactic profile do not match expectations for a true SOV 
language (Deutscher 2000). For instance, modifiers follow the head 
in Akkadian, whereas SOV order is fundamentally head-final in 
orientation; Akkadian personal names tend to reflect VS structure; 
and in the verbal adjective construction, the clitic pronoun follows 
the adjective—all these phenomena weigh against an underlying 
SOV profile for Akkadian. Thus, it is more commonly proposed 
that SOV in Akkadian reflects Sumerian influence (Lipiński 
2001:499; see Michalowski 2000[2005]).  

Excluding work done on Akkadian and the oft-repeated VSO ana-
lysis of ancient Semitic notwithstanding, there is a paucity of detai-
led studies of word order patterns, especially those that move 
beyond a taxonomy of types in the attempt to find a unifying ex-
planation of the word order variation that is ubiquitous in Semitic. 
And as for studies that move beyond the synchronic perspective to 
considering diachronic syntactic change—they are non-existent 
apart from a few scattered claims and a small handful of focused 
arguments. The passing statement in Stephen Kaufman’s introduc-
tion to Aramaic syntax is illustrative of the tantalizing, unsup-
ported, and rare diachronic statement:  

In Old Aramaic (with the exception of strongly Akkadianizing 
Mesopotamian texts), word order is generally of the standard 
Semitic VSO type, allowing for emphasis by the fronting of 
any element. Imperial Aramaic evinces a tendency toward 
verb-final order, especially in infinitival verbal clauses. That 
this tendency reflects literary artifice alone (as an attempt to 
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mimic the Aramaic of native Persian speakers) is evidenced by 
the fact that it does not continue into later periods, which re-
flect, rather, the normal Semitic drift from VSO to SVO type. In 
the classical Eastern dialects, in particular, word order in the 
verbal phrase may be said to be free. (Kaufman 1997:127, em-
phasis added) 

Kaufman references the “standard Semitic VSO type,” but also 
adds an intriguing twist, the mention of a “normal Semitic drift 
from VSO to SVO.” Is there a general drift from VSO to SVO 
within the Semitic languages? Many contemporary Arabic dialects 
exhibit numerous SVO clauses and arguably may be have an over-
all SVO profile (although see Owens and Dodsworth 2009). More-
over, Kaufman’s off-hand remark about Aramaic of later periods 
reflecting the drift to SVO finds some confirmation in the SVO 
profiles of of some Achaemenid Aramaic corpora (Folmer 
1995:523, 530, 744) as well as the much later Neo-Aramaic of 
Arbel (Khan 1999:340). 

For Hebrew, the claim of a shift to SVO has been made sporadi-
cally. Kropat (1909:25) notes that Chronicles often replaces VSO 
order in Samuel-Kings with an SVO construction. But he provides 
little data. Similarly, Cryer makes a passing comment about “the 
historical development of Hebrew away from its fundamental verb-
subject-object (VSO) orientation to, at least to some extent, a sub-
ject-verb-object (SVO) orientation” (1994:190), but he gives no 
evidence. The only full-scale argument about a word order shift in 
ancient Hebrew is Talmy Givón’s 1977 article, “The Drift from 
VSO to SVO in Biblical Hebrew: the Pragmatics of Tense-
Aspect,” which although problematic in many ways, will provide 
some inspiration for the analytical procedure I propose below.  

The two related questions that must drive our investigation are: 1) 
how do we establish a word order type?, and 2) what grammatical 
features serve as diagnostics for determining a diachronic change 
in word order? The next three sections address these methodologi-
cal questions. In sections three and four, I will present my ap-
proach to the study of word order type, synchronically and diachro-
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nically. After that, in section five, I will identify the determinative 
features signaling word order change in ancient Hebrew. 

3. The Typological Classification of Word Order 
The typological study of word order has most often been traced 
back to Joseph Greenberg’s 1963 article, ‘Some Universals of 
Grammar with Particular Reference to the Order of Meaningful 
Elements.’ This essay set in motion a rich comparative linguistic 
method with the goal of discerning morphological and syntactic 
‘universals’ (or better, ‘tendencies’2) among human languages. 

In the first section in Greenberg’s essay he focused on ‘certain 
basic factors of word order’ and proposed using three criteria to 
identify the basic word order of any given language (Greenberg 
1963:76), given in (1):3 

 (1) Greenberg’s word order criteria 
  a) the use of prepositions versus postpositions; 

 b) the relative order of subject, verb, and object in 
declarative sentences with nominal subject and object; 

 c) the position of qualifying adjectives, either preceding or 
following the modified noun. 

Although these three criteria have been modified as the typological 
program has matured, they still reflect the fundamental questions 
involved in determining how a language patterns: does a head (i.e., 
the constituent being modified) precede or follow its modifier? For 
languages that exhibit inconsistent head-placement among catego-
ries or even within categories, the basic order is established using 

                                                        
2 Greenberg himself lists exceptions in his footnotes and so subsequent 
typological research has generally recognized the non-universal nature of 
the typological ‘universals’ but focused on the strength, breadth, and 
nature (absolute versus implicational) of the tendencies observed.  
3 For a concise summary of the basic issues involved in the typological 
quest for determining ‘basic word order’ in any given language, see 
Newmeyer 1998:330‒37. 
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four criteria, which interact with each other and are rarely determi-
native by themselves. These four criteria are: 1) frequency, 2) dis-
tribution, 3) clause type, and 4) pragmatics (see Holmstedt 2011 
for an application of these criteria to the  Hebrew of the book of 
Genesis).  

When the three core constituents, Subject, Verb, and Object, are 
considered at the same time, there are six logical orders—SVO, 
SOV, VSO, VOS, OVS, and OSV. However, for the last twenty 
years typologists have focused on two contrastive sets rather than 
all six orders, that is VO vs. OV and SV vs. VS (Dryer 1991, 
1997). Determining a given language’s typology on the VO/OV 
and SV/VS distinctions is not always a straightforward process. 
Languages vary on a cline of flexibility, from strict to ‘free’, and 
languages towards the ‘free’ end of the cline require a careful, 
context-dependent approach to the question. What has emerged 
from the study of flexible word order languages is that the variety 
of patterns depends on factors beyond syntactic roles, including 
verbal semantics, and discourse features such as identifiability, 
‘news-worthiness’, and pragmatic functions such as Topic and 
Focus (Mithun 1992).4 Whether these factors simply obscure a 

                                                        
4 Carnie and Guilfoyle (2000:10-11) list nine features often associated 
with VSO languages. 

a. head initiality 
b. prepositional 
c. post-nominal adjectives 
d. preverbal tense, mood/aspect, question, and negation particles 
e. inflected prepositions 
f. left-conjunct agreement  
g. Lack of a verb “have” 
h. copular constructions without verbs 
i. “verbal noun” infinitives  

This list appears impressive and Biblical Hebrew at all stages exhibits 
most of theses features: it is primarily head-initial (a) and prepositional 
(b), adjectives follow the nouns they modify (c), question and negation 
function words precede the Verb (d), it lacks a “have” verb (g), and the 
“verbless” clause (h) is common. Whether or not Biblical Hebrew also 
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language’s basic word order or actually help to determine it (that 
is, whether the basic word order is based on syntactic roles or dis-
course-pragmatic status) must be worked out carefully.  

In this sense, Givón’s 1977 study points us in the right direction for 
discussion word order issues, including diachronic changes, in 
ancient Hebrew. In another sense, though, the contextual unlike-
lihood of many translations (and so the analysis behind the transla-
tions) given by Givón makes one thing very clear: studying word 
order on an ancient language requires no less than two skill sets, 
those of both the classical philologist and the modern linguist (on 
this distinction, see Holmstedt 2006). 

4. Syntactic Change 
As a diachronic syntactic study, my analysis of the word order shift 
in ancient Hebrew is based on the investigative and analytical prin-
ciples characterizing both general historical linguistics and theore-
tical syntax. 

4a. Historical Linguistics 

A study of diachronic linguistic change, syntactic or otherwise, 
should address three questions: cause, mechanism, and effect. The 
cause of a given change falls into one of two categories that identi-
fy the source of the motivation: exogenous, or externally-motivated 

                                                                                                                  
exhibits left-conjunct agreement (f) is arguable (I have argued that it does 
not; Holmstedt 2009). The evidence for the verbal nouns is ambiguous 
since the way this correlate is described does not match Hebrew’s use of 
infinitives. And Hebrew does not use inflected prepositions (e).  
Critically, the collection of studies in Carnie and Guilfoyle 2000 and 
Carnie, Harley, and Dooley 2005 undermines the validity of such a list of 
VSO correlates; that is, the addition of more data indicates that, as of yet, 
there is no distinctive, universal properties of verb-initial languages 
(2005:2). Until future research can point to such correlates, the word 
order distinction between verb-initial languages and non-verb initial lan-
guages, especially the SVO type, must be grounded in the four criteria 
described above in the main text.  
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changes, and endogenous, or internally-motivated changes. The 
mechanism by which externally-motivated changes occur proceeds 
from language contact: the related phenomena of borrowing and 
second-language acquisition interference (see Thomason 2003). 
And example of an exogenous word-order change is the shift from 
VSO to SOV in later Ethiopian languages due to contact with 
Cushitic.  

Internally-motivated changes are those have no apparent external 
source, but are due to the mechanisms of reanalysis or extension. 
Reanalysis is the change of the underlying structure of a syntactic 
pattern without any structural change to the surface manifestation 
(Harris and Campbell 1995:50). Extension is the opposite: a chan-
ge to the surface pattern without any underlying modification (ibid, 
51). An example of endogenous word order change is the change 
from VOS to SVO in Seediq, an Atayalic language spoken in Tai-
wan, which was caused by the reanalysis of a Topic-fronted Sub-
ject to a non-fronted (argument) position (Aldridge 2010). 

The effect of a diachronic change is the resulting syntax, including 
the implications and potential complications to the overall 
grammar. In Ethiopian, the effect is a new grammar which reflects 
an SOV type language, even though remnants of the historical 
VSO type remain. Syntactic change by reanalysis often complica-
tes the overall typological profile, whereas extension, which is the 
generalization of a rule over a greater area of the grammar, serves 
to simplify grammar (Harris and Campbell 1995:97). Recognizing 
the complicating effect of reanalysis and the resulting “mixed” 
word order profile helps to understand why so few languages are 
consistently head-initial or head-final across the board. 

One final note on my theoretical approach to historical linguistic 
changes. All  changes are situated within a change-and-diffusion 
framework of language change (see Hale 2007 for an introduction; 
see Holmstedt 2012 for an application of this approach to Biblical 
Hebrew). Briefly, this means that changes occur due to the imper-
fect transmission of linguistic structures during the first-language 
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acquisition process in children.5 The changes that survive by diffu-
sions spread to others through acquisition or adult feature adoption 
and thus become part of the language’s record that is used to de-
scribe its grammar.  

It is important to recognize two features of the change-and-diffu-
sion process before moving on. First, the evidence indicates that 
the diffusion process of a new linguistic feature may take genera-
tions to work through a speech community; moreover, while the 
process unfolds, both the old and the new forms coexist, often for 
hundreds of years (Wolfram and Schilling-Estes 2003:715-16).6   

Second, the historical linguist Charles Bailey, and more recently 
Anthony Kroch and Susan Pintzuk, observed that the diffusion of 
changes over time follows a Sigmoid, or “S”-shaped, curve: 

A given change begins quite gradually; after reaching a certain 
point (say, twenty per cent), it picks up momentum and pro-
ceeds at a much faster rate; and finally tails off slowly before 
reaching completion. The result is an S-curve: the statistical 
differences among isolects in the middle relative times of the 
change will be greater than the statistical differences among 

                                                        
5 Languages that witness a VS-to-SV shift via the reanalysis of a fronted 
Subject to a non-fronted Subject may also be influenced by another fea-
ture of the acquisition process: Verb-initial (VSO, VOS) languages may 
be more difficult to acquire than the Subject-initial (SVO, SOV) langu-
ages (Grüning 2002). If so, then it may be that first-language learners in 
VSO contexts are hardwired for a predisposition to analyze a fronted 
Subject as the normal Subject position.  
6 A commonly cited syntactic example is the development of ‘do’-support 
in Middle English, in which ‘do’ appears as an auxiliary verb (or better, 
as the finite verb carrying the bundle of inflectional features) in questions 
(‘do you want?’), clauses with an initial adverb (‘rarely did they want’), 
and other restricted environments. This development began in a restricted 
environment and then spread to other contexts. Moreover, non-‘do’-
support clauses co-existed with the newer construction for over 300 years, 
until finally being replaced entirely by the ‘do’-support construction. See 
Lightfoot 1979; Kroch 1989, 2001. 
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the early and late isolects. (Bailey 1973:77; see also Kroch 
1989, 2001; Pintzuk 2003) 

An idealized example of such an S-curve is provided in the chart 
given in Figure 1: 

Figure 1: The S-Curve of Diffusion 

The S-curve has only recently been invoked in ancient Hebrew 
studies (e.g., Cook 2012, Dresher 2012, Holmstedt 2011, 2012, 
forthcoming). What is needed is a re-evaluation of all the Hebrew 
data for possible diachronic changes, to plot the statistically pro-
cessed results independently, and to overlay all the results to look 
for major trends. This approach would not only ground such a pro-
ject methodologically but also increase the statistical probability of 
the accuracy of the resulting synthesis.7 (For further discussion of 
statistical analysis and relative dating with regard to biblical 
Hebrew, see Andersen and Forbes 1986, Forbes 2011, and Jones 
2010.) 

                                                        
7 DeCaen makes a similar argument about the use of statistics in historical 
Hebrew analysis: “One form or one contrast yields precious little, but all 
possible variants statistically correlated should yield much” (2001: 23). 
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4b. Theoretical Syntax 

Whether diachronic or synchronic, any sound study of word order 
must proceed from a clear theoretical stance. In all of my syntactic 
research, I draw upon two areas of linguistic research: language 
typology for cross-linguistic comparisons and a grounding in the 
reality of linguistic variation and generative grammar for the nature 
of language, the human language faculty, and, especially relevant 
to word order, the specifics of phrase and constituent structure. To 
keep this section mercifully short, I will only briefly describe two 
concepts that characterize my analysis of word order data: hierar-
chical phrase structure and constituent movement. 

Hierarchical Phrase Structure 

In the hierarchical approach to phrase structure the syntactic ele-
ments relate to each other in terms of how they ‘cluster’ together. 
For example, in the clause “she hit her sister with the teddy bear,” 
we might suggest that ‘she’ and ‘hit’ relate to each other non-
hierarchically, as the two basic halves of the clause. But we would 
not put rest of the clause on the same level: the words ‘her sister’, 
which seem to belong together, and the words ‘with the teddy 
bear’, which also seem to form a group, both seem to form a group 
with the verb ‘hit’. These hierarchical relationships are typically re-
presented by brackets or trees: 

(2) [She ] [hit [her sister] [with the teddy bear]]. 
  

 

 

 

 

 hit 

with the teddy bear her sister 

She 
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This hierarchical approach to phrase structure can account for how 
long-distance dependencies exist. These are constructions in which 
in which two syntactic elements that somehow depend on each 
other are separated by an arbitrary number of words. For example, 
in the examples (3) and (4), the subject and verb are adjacent and 
so the subject-verb agreement is immediate, or ‘local’; in the third 
example, though, the agreement is non-local or long distant. 

(3) The [ baby SG] [ cries SG]. 
   The [ babies PL] [ cry PL]. 

   The [ babies PL] in the nursery [cry PL]. 

   

  

But represented hierarchically, we can see how the constituents 
related in a local way. 

(4) 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

In this example, the element ‘in the nursery’ is hierarchically domi-
nated by ‘the babies’. This allows the plural ‘the babies’ to be hie-
rarchically adjacent to the plural verb ‘cry’, thus providing an ex-
planation for how the subject and verb may agree even though they 
are separated by other words. 

Constituent Movement 

Constituent movement is a hallmark of transformational generative 
syntax. The basic idea is that the linear order of constituents in 

Verb 
cry 

in the nursery The babies 

PL PL Subj 
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many actual clauses cannot reflect the ‘original’ order of those 
constituents. The most obvious type of evidence in favor of the 
movement approach is constituent discontinuity,that is, the situa-
tion where constituents are divided into parts separated by un-rela-
ted constituents. This happens less in English than in Hebrew, alt-
hough it does occur with some English relative clauses, as in (5): 

(5) [ A new king ] arose over Egypt, [ who had not known 
Joseph ] 

In this relative clause clearly modifies the NP ‘a new king’, and yet 
it is separated from this NP by the VP ‘arose over Egypt’. As (6) il-
lustrates, discontinuity is extremely common in Hebrew, since 
many narrative clauses begin with the wayyiqtol narrative verb, 
switch to a subject, and then continue with the rest of the predica-
te.  

(6) rwøaDh_tRa MyIhølTa a √rÅ¥yÅw  

      wayyarʾ ʾĕlohîm ʾɛṯ hɔʾôr 
          and.saw  God   OBJ - the.light 

 

         ‘and God saw the light’ (Gen 1:4) 

The separation of the verb and its complement runs counter to the 
principle that a phrase contains all its complements and/or ad-
juncts. In the case of a verb phrase, then, the verb and its modifiers 
together make up a single constituent that begins its phrasal life in 
a contiguous cluster. But how, then, can this be represented when 
they are broken by non-related intervening constituents, such as a 
subject? The answer is the movement of the verb, for whatever rea-
son, out of the its original position adjacent to its complement (and 
any other modifiers) to a position in the phrase higher than the sub-
ject. This is called ‘verb-raising’, since in the hierarchical, tree re-
presentation, the verb ends up in a higher vertical branch of the 
tree. 
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Combining a hierarchical phrase structure with constituent move-
ment allows one to speak of phenomena such as ‘verb-raising’ and 
‘Topic-’ or ‘Focus-fronting’ in structurally meaningful ways. They 
inform my analysis of Biblical Hebrew, to which I will now turn. 

5. Determinative Features in ancient Hebrew 
As I mentioned earlier, only Givón 1977 has actually presented an 
argument for a VS-to-SV shift in ancient Hebrew. Givón 1977 
builds on his earlier 1976 study of Israeli Hebrew, in which he 
identified five independent implicational hierarchies that indicate  
“the order by which the various grammatical environments in the 
language will gravitate toward SV syntax” (1977:182). I summari-
ze these in (7): 

(7) Givón’s implicational hierarchies (VS > SV) 
a) Subject: existential > indefinite > definite > anaphoric 
pronoun 

b) Predication: specific > generic 

c) Verb: active > stative 

d) Predication: irrealis > realis 

e) Predication: affirmative > negative 

In each set, SV order is more strongly associated with (or perhaps 
demanded by) the rightward progression through the stages of the 
hierarchy. For example, whereas irrealis predications are more 
likely to be VS, realis are more likely to be SV. Givón does 
recognize that some of these are not accurate for the BH data, but 
overall he connects a shift in word order to a shift in the tense-
aspect system (towards a tense-dominant system) and a change in 
the marking of topicality. And I will suggest below that his list 
correctly suggests that a combination of syntactic, semantic, and 
pragmatic operations are involved in the synchronic variation and 
diachronic shift in Hebrew word order.  
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Unfortunately, despite the insights, Givón’s study falls critically 
short: few of the categories in (7) are discernibly operative in an-
cient Hebrew and often his analysis of specific examples betrays a 
superficial (if not outright flawed) understanding of the literary 
contexts from which they come. Rather than spend fifty pages de-
constructing and correcting Givón’s seventy-four page article, I 
will bypass the problems and quickly summarize the features that I 
take as operative in ancient Hebrew word order, which I have listed 
in (8) (see Holmsted 2011).  

(8) Determining Features for ancient Hebrew Word Order 
 a) exclude wayyiqtol    (asymmetric distribution) 

 b) irrealis (VS) / realis (SV)   (= semantic) 

 c) negated (VS) / non-negated (SV) (= semantic) 

 d) subordinate (VS) / main (SV)  (= syntactic) 

 e) fronting > VS / no fronting = SV  (= syntactic/pragmatic) 

First, the most dominant form, the wayyiqtol, obscures the typolo-
gical pattern of biblical Hebrew. The wayyiqtol data should be 
relegated to a second-stage analysis for two reasons: it appears to 
be a complex form, consisting of more than simply a verb (at least, 
according to the Masoretic tradition of vocalization) and it exhibits 
a strong asymmetry in its distribution (one of the four criteria for 
determining basic word order): the Subject always follows the 
Verb, it cannot be negated, it does not allow the fronting of its 
Complement, and it does not follow overt subordinators like rRvSa 
or yI;k (Holmstedt 2011:9-13).  

Second, there is a clear irrealis-realis word order distinction: irrea-
lis verbs reflect a very strong VS pattern, whereas realis verbs are 
strongly SV. Related to this is negation (which is often connected 
to irrealis): negated verbs overwhelmingly reflect VS syntax, 
whereas non-negated verbs are strongly SV. Subordination also 
plays a role, in that main clauses (with a realis verb and not nega-
ted) show SV syntax, whereas the order following an overt subor-
dinator, such as rRvSa or yI;k, are almost always VS.  
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In terms of the tense-aspect system, Givón is correct that a shift 
takes place even within biblical Hebrew (see Cook 2012, forthco-
ming). Later biblical and post-biblical Hebrew exhibit less frequent 
use of the wayyiqtol so that it is entirely absent in the grammar of 
rabbinic Hebrew—its only occurrences are in quotations of biblical 
material.8 This shift, though, would only superficially correlate 
with a general word order shift since, as I have argued, the wayyi-
qtol exhibits a frozen clause position and asymmetric distribution. 
More indicative is the gradual shift in the modal system; for 
example, the loss of the irrealis qatal would strengthen the 
appearance of a general SV pattern (and likely encourage the ac-
quisition of Hebrew as an SV language). Rather than features of 
the verbal system, I will focus on three shifts: I suggest (8c), (8d) 
and (8e) and the changes that occur to them to correlate most 
closely with the shift to SV. 

6. Analyzing the Data9 
To analyze the data in the order of cause and effect, we must turn 
to the fronting of the Subject for Topic or Focus. Throughout the 
biblical texts I have examined for this and my previous studies, 
which are Genesis, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Nahum, Habak-
kuk, Ruth, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, and Ezra, it has been con-
sistently the case that a fronted constituent is much more often 
followed by VS order than SV order—excepting, of course, when 
it is the Subject itself that has been fronted. 

Typically, the discourse context provides enough information to 
allow us to confidently identify whether a given SV order reflects 
Subject-fronting or “basic” order, that is, SV without Subject-

                                                        
8 Ber 2:2; Shabb 8:7; 9:4; RoshHa 2:9; Taan 1:2; 2:1; 4:3; Meg 3:6; 
Yebam 6:6; Sota 1:9; 7:5–6; Qidd 4:14; Avot 3:2, 6; 5:4; Tamid 7:2; 
Miqw 9:2 
9 The syntax data used in this paper comes from Holmstedt-Abegg An-
cient Hebrew Syntactic Database 
(http://individual.utoronto.ca/holmstedt/Ancient_Hebrew_Syntax_Databa
se.html). 
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fronting. I suggest that Subject-fronting is the primary mechanism 
at the heart of the VS-to-SV shift in Biblical Hebrew. What I am 
suggesting is that Hebrew changed like the example of Seediq that 
I mentioned in section 4a, which exhibits a VOS-to-SVO shift 
through the reanalysis of a Topic-fronted Subject to a non-fronted 
position. So, too, the Topic- or Focus-fronting of Subjects in early 
ancient Hebrew was reanalyzed by child learners as non-Topic and 
non-Focus constituents, which means that that the SV order was 
acquired as basic and not the result of pragmatic fronting. 

If this hypothesis is correct, three trends in the data should appear. 
First, there should be an increase in the overall use of SV order, 
especially in contexts in which it can reasonably be discerned that 
the Subject does not carry Topic- or Focus-fronting. Consider the 
data in (9). 

(9) ‘Basic’ SV versus VS 

 Verb-Subject Subject-Verb % new (SV) 

Genesis 26 47 73 

Joel 11 11 22 

Amos 8 5 13 

Obadiah 1 4 80 

Jonah 2 7 78 

Nahum 9 13 59 

Habakkuk 11 8 42 

Ruth 3 10 77 

Ecclesiastes 6 19 76 

Esther 5 30 86 

Daniel 21 23 52 

Ezra 1 7 88 
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What we see here is a noticeable increase in the preference for SV 
order in these texts. Perhaps more important, though, is the fact 
that SV order exists even within the texts that show a preference 
for VS order. What this suggests is that the grammar of Hebrew in 
the earliest texts of those used here—however early that is and 
whatever period in which position them—was open to the change 
to SV and moved down that path. Moreover, with the longer view 
of the change-and-diffusion perspective in mind, we can accept 
that such a shift did not have to be like an on-off switch, but a 
gradual development concerning the diffusion of the change and 
what were very likely intermediate stages—where the new and the 
old remained in effect within any synchronic slice of a given idio-
lect. 

6a. Subordination and Negation 

The second trend in the data, as the change to SV become diffuse, 
is a spread into  other syntactic environments, most notably, subor-
dinate clauses and negative clauses. Both the presence of a negator 
and a subordinator trigger VS order. Interestingly, subordinate 
clauses often appear to be more conservative, that is, they show 
less syntactic diversity than main clauses (this is what Ross 1973 
named the ‘Penthouse-principle’, i.e., that the rules are different if 
you live in the penthouse = upstairs/main clause). It has been noted 
that word order changes in, for example, English, German, and 
Kru, first took place in main clauses and only later (often much 
later) applied to subordinate clauses (see Matsuda 1998 and Bybee 
2002 for discussion and bibliography). 

The question is whether we can discern a pattern of increase in SV 
order within both environments. Consider the data in (10). 

(10) Main versus Subordinate Clause Word Order 

 Verb-Subject Subject-Verb % new (SV) 

Genesis 127 16 11 

Joel 18 7 28 



  Robert D. Holmstedt 

 

22 

Amos 16 1 6 

Obadiah 3 3 50 

Jonah 3 1 25 

Nahum 0 2 0 

Habakkuk 7 7 50 

Ruth 12 0 0 

Ecclesiastes 59 18 24 

Esther 39 2 5 

Daniel 7 2 9 

Ezra 12 1 8 

Here an ordered increase is admittedly not so apparent. But, as 
with the ‘basic’ order data in (9), what is interesting is that all the 
texts allow the Subject-Verb order within subordinate clauses—
even in cases where there is not discernible fronting within the 
subordinate context. Again, we see evidence of the shift to the SV 
pattern in the earliest of the included texts, even if the evidence 
does not exhibit the expected increase.  

Along with subordination is the order with the presence of a nega-
tive particle. For those texts that presented enough data to factor in 
the analysis, the examples not only indicate that the SV pattern was 
an option—even without any discernible reason for a fronted Sub-
ject—but that there is a suggestive increase in the use of the SV 
pattern.  

(11) Negation 

 Verb-Subject Subject-Verb % new (SV) 

Genesis 25 14 36 

Joel 0 1 100 

Amos 5 1 17 
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Obadiah 2 0 0 

Jonah 0 1 100 

Nahum 6 0 0 

Habakkuk 2 0 0 

Ruth 2 0 0 

Ecclesiastes 8 10 56 

Esther 1 2 67 

Daniel 8 2 20 

Ezra 0 1 100 

Of course, we cannot hide data that do not fit and so the results 
from Daniel must be pointed out, if for no other reason than to 
remind us that statistical research on ancient literature, with an 
equal emphasis on both ‘ancient’ and ‘literature’, is complicated 
and typically requires many times the number of examples we are 
left with in order to lower the confidence intervals in statistical 
analysis. 

6b. Left-Dislocation 

Finally, I will mention a fourth category of change. This represents 
a change I had hope to see develop more clearly, but also knew that 
the grammatical options would likely prohibit good findings. I 
refer here to the use of left-dislocation, traditionally better known 
as casus pendens, as an alternative to Subject-fronting as the SV 
pattern became dominant. With reanalysis the Subject-position has 
become less felicitous as a distinct syntactic marker of Topic- or 
Focus-fronting. The result should be an increase in the use of Left-
Dislocation for Topic- or Focus-fronting of a Subject.  
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(12) Left-Dislocation 
 Subject-Fronting Left-Dislocation % new (LD) 

Genesis 192 65 25 

Joel 10 1 9 

Amos 21 3 12.5 

Obadiah 1 0 0 

Jonah 5 1 17 

Nahum 8 0 0 

Habakkuk 4 1 20 

Ruth 10 1 9 

Ecclesiastes 22 34 61 

Esther 5 4 44.5 

Daniel 16 6 27 

Ezra 12 5 29.5 

Unfortunately, as with English, non-syntactic markers for Topic, 
such as intonational pause, or for Focus, such as intonation stress, 
would remain valid means of indicating the non-basic order of an 
SV clause. The prosodic strategies fit purely literary (i.e., non oral) 
contexts better, but since we work with a mixture of such texts in 
the Hebrew Bible, we cannot be too surprised to find a lack of a 
clear pattern. Even so, the low usage of left-dislocation in Amos 
and the high usage in Ecclesiastes is suggestive that this secondary 
shift was also occurring. 

7. Conclusion 
In conclusion, in this study I have laid the foundation for the dia-
chronic study of word order in ancient Hebrew. Using data from a 
limited number of biblical books (Genesis, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, 
Jonah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Ruth, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, and 
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Ezra), I have illustrated how the data should be filtered to discern if 
there was a word order shift from VS to SV in ancient Hebrew. I 
tentatively suggest that the limited data support that there was 
some diachronic change, which may represent the beginning of the 
shift to the SV pattern. Precisely when and to what extent such a 
shift occured can only be determined with much, much more data 
is included. What must be done next, of course, is to expand the 
database to cover all of ancient Hebrew, from epigraphic texts to 
the Mishna. Only then will any claims about a discernible shift—or 
the lack of any shift—be statistically valid. 
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