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Actionality (Aktionsart): 
Pre-Modern Hebrew

Actionality (Aktionsart) is a subcategory of 
 Aspect. The term has been applied to at 

least two different types of aspect: situation 
aspect and phasal aspect. Situation or Aristo-
telian aspect (Binnick 1991:135–49) describes 
predicates according to their internal temporal 
contours. The standard taxonomy of situa-
tion aspect includes state, activity, accomplish-
ment, and achievement. Phasal aspect describes 
alterations of the temporal constituency of a 
situation distinguished in terms of what part 
of a situation they focus on. A basic taxonomy 
includes initial-focused (inceptive and inchoa-
tive), final-focused (cessative and completive), 
and middle-focused (iterative, habitual, con-
tinuative, resumptive) phasal aspect. Situation 
and phasal aspect are treated in turn below.

1. S i t u a t i o n  A s p e c t

Situation (or Aristotelian) aspect refers to 
temporal contours of situations. Modern dis-
cussions of situation aspect take Aristotle’s dis-
tinction between kinêsis and energeia as their 
starting point and (minimally) divide situation 
types into state, activity, accomplishment, and 
achievement (Ryle 1949; Vendler 1957; 1967; 
Kenny 1963). Rothstein (2004) analyzes these 
situation types using the two features [±stages] 
and [±telic], as shown in table 1.

Table 1. Types of situation aspect.

Situation aspect [±stages] [±telic]

State – –
Activity + –
Accomplishment + +
Achievement – +

The feature ‘stages’ refers to whether or not a 
situation involves progression. Static situations 
(e.g., be sick, sleep) by definition lack progress, 
as do achievements, which consist of a more 
or less instantaneous change of state (e.g., die, 
win). Telic situations have an identifiable end-
point, the arrival at which can be expressed in 
terms of ‘completion’; by contrast, one does 



© 2013 Koninklijke Brill NV  ISBN 978-90-04-17642-3

26 actionality (AKTIONSART): pre-modern hebrew 

not ‘complete’ atelic situations but ‘stops’ or 
‘ceases’ from them (e.g., They completed build-
ing the house versus ?They completed playing 
house). A fifth type, semelfactive, is some-
times added to these canonical four (e.g., Smith 
1997:20). Semelfactives are instantaneous event 
types like knock or blink. However, Rothstein 
(2004:29) has argued that such a fifth situation 
type is superfluous, because semelfactives may 
be understood as ‘minimal event types of activi-
ties’ (i.e., a sub-type of activity), since each 
has a homonym that is an activity when used 
with an imperfective or progressive conjugation 
(e.g., knock/is knocking).

It is no simple matter to classify predicates 
using these categories, for a number of rea-
sons. First of all, there is no consensus on the 
precise number of categories. In addition, there 
are disagreements over whether verbal lexemes 
or predicates as a whole (i.e., verbs and their 
arguments) should be the objects of classifica-
tion. Contrastive examples like They built a 
tower (accomplishment) versus They built tow-
ers (activity) illustrate that verbal arguments 
can be determinative of situation classification. 
There are also questions about interference 
from pragmatics (conversational implicatures). 
For example, Olsen (1997:27–31) insists that 
semantics must be distinguished from pragmat-
ics in the classification of situation types. Fur-
thermore, the linguistic tests used to categorize 
situation types are often unsuccessful, such 
as the claim that states are incompatible with 
progressive expressions (e.g., ?I am loving my 
time in Israel!).

These problems are compounded when treat-
ing pre-modern Hebrew, especially because of 
the absence of native speaker informants. Par-
ticularly difficult to decide are examples of 
uncertain duration: are the last three predi-
cates in example (1) to be classified as accom-
plishments [+stages] or achievements [–stages]? 
Without native speakers with whom to carry 
out the linguistic tests (which are not always 
successful in any case), we cannot be com-
pletely certain.

ְקחּו־ (1) ַוִּי֨ ַצע  ַהָּב֑ י  ַאֲחֵר֣ ַוִּיּ֖טּו  יו  ִּבְדָרָכ֔ ָבָני֙ו  א־ָהְל֤כּו  ֹֽ ְול
ט׃ ִמְׁשָּפֽ ַוַּיּ֖טּו  ַחד  wë-lò-h ׁשֹ֔ <ålúù ∫ <ån<åw 
bi-≈r<åú<åw way-yi††ù ±a™≥rè hab-b<åßa≠ way-
yiq™ù-šò™a≈ way-ya††ù mišp<å† ‘His sons 
did not walk in his ways, but they turned 
after unjust gain and accepted bribe(s) and 
perverted justice’ (1 Sam. 8.3)

Somewhat less complicated is the identification 
of stative predicates, because the a-i/u-a (per-
fect/imperfect) theme vowel variation found 
in Ancient Hebrew corresponds to a dynamic/
stative semantic distinction, as illustrated in 
examples (2–3):

ב (2) ָאֵה֑ ְצָד֣קֹות  ְי֭הָוה  יק  י־ַצִּד֣  kì-ßaddìq YHWH ִּכֽ
ßë≈ <åqòμ ±<åhè∫ ‘For YHWH is righteous; he 
loves righteousness’ (Ps 11.7)

יד (3) ר ָחִס֑ יָעה ְי֭הָוה ִּכי־ָגַמ֣ ≠hòšì  הֹוִׁש֣ <å YHWH kì-
:g<åmar ™<åsì≈ ‘Save, YHWH! For the pious 
have come to an end’ (Ps. 12.2)

But already within Ancient Hebrew (and con-
temporary Semitic languages) some stative 
verbs were acquiring more dynamic character-
istics and thus began to possess both stative and 
dynamic meanings. In many cases this semantic 
shift was accompanied by a shift in the theme 
vowel, confirming the stative/dynamic mark-
ing of the theme vowels. For example, the 
stative pattern ָקֵרב/ִיְקַרב q<årè∫/yiqra∫ in Bibli-
cal Hebrew primarily expresses an activity, 
‘draw near’, but some instances are ambiguous 
between a stative and a dynamic interpretation, 
particularly in light of comparative evidence: 
cf. Akkadian qerèbu ‘be near, draw near’ (Chi-
cago Assyrian Dictionary XIII 228).

2. P h a s a l  A s p e c t

The study of phasal aspect originated in Russian 
grammar, where it refers to various ‘procedural’ 
affixes which modify the meaning of Russian 
verbs (Forsyth 1970; Binnick 1991:202–7). Jus-
tification of this category comes from a unified 
analysis of the various phasal types: phasal 
aspects create an activity-type sub-event out of 
the initial, middle, or final phase of a situation 
(Cook 2002:182–84). Inceptive and inchoa-
tive phasal aspects make activities out of the 
initial points of events and states, respectively, 
while completive and cessative apply to the 
final points of events and states. The various 
middle-focused phasals alter situations through 
repetition (iterative and habitual) or extension 
with (resumptive) or without (continuative) a 
pause.

In Biblical Hebrew phasal aspects are 
expressed mostly through periphrastic expres-
sions consisting of a finite verb and infinitive 
or two finite verbs that form a verbal hendi-
adys. Onset-focused aspects include inceptive 
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(with non-states) and inchoative (with states), 
as illustrated in examples (4–5). Periphrasis is 
only infrequently used for inchoative aspect; 
more frequently statives are interpreted inchoa-
tively based on the discourse context, as in 
example (6).

יר (4) ָבִע֔ ָל֣בֹוא  יֹוָנ֙ה  way-y ַוָּיֶ֤חל  <å™Æl yòn<å l<å∫ò 
∫ <å-≠ìr ‘Jonah began to enter into the city’ 
(Jon 3.4)

ֶרץ (5) ָּבָאֽ ר  ִּגּבֹ֖ ְה֥יֹות  ִלֽ ל  ֵהֵח֔  hù hè™èl lihyòμ ֣הּוא 
gibbòr b<å-± <årÆß ‘He began to be a mighty 
one on the earth’ (Gen. 10.8)

ת (6) ַהַּׁשָּב֗ ִלְפֵנ֣י  ם  ְירּוָׁשִלַ֜ י  ַׁשֲעֵר֨ ֲללּ֩ו  ָצֽ ר  ַּכֲאֶׁש֣ י   ַוְיִה֡
ְמָר֙ה ַוִּיָּסְג֣רּו ַהְּדָל֔תֹות  wa-yhì ka-±≥šÆr ß<ål≥lù ָוֹאֽ
ša≠≥rè yërùš <ålayim liƒnè haš-šabb<åμ w<å-
±òmr<å way-yiss<å:grù had-dël<åμòμ ‘When 
the gates of Jerusalem became dark before 
the sabbath, I commanded and they 
closed the doors’ (Neh. 13.19)

The above patterns continue into post-biblical 
Hebrew (example 7), and Rabbinic Hebrew as 
well, where the participle form is used instead 
of the infinitive (examples 8–9).

הרע (7) לעשות   w-y™lw l-≠«wt h-r≠ ‘And  ויחלו 
they will start to act evil’ (4Q216 2.13)

ְרָאיֹות (8) ָלֶהם  ֵמִביא   ±hit™alti me∫i  ִהְתַחְלִּתי 
lahem re±ayot ‘I began bringing them 
proofs’ (Mishna Nega≠im 7.4; trans. Pérez 
Fernández 1992:110) 

ַהַּתּפּוַח (9) ַּגֵּבי  ַעל  ָּבֵאֶפר  ַמֲעִלין   he™ellu  ֵהֵחּלּו 
ma≠alin ba-±eƒer ≠al gabbe hat-tappua™ 
‘They began piling up ashes on the (ash) 
heap’ (Mishna Tamid 2.2) 

The inceptive/inchoative pair in the intial phase 
has its final-phase counterpart in the completive/
cessative pair, depending on whether the situa-
tion is telic (completive) or atelic (cessative), 
respectively. In Hebrew the verbs ִּכָּלה kill<å ‘to 
complete’ is used for the former (example 10) 
and ָחַדל ™<å≈al, ָׁשַבת š<åbaμ, or ָּגַמר g<åmar ‘to 
cease, stop’ for the latter (examples 11–13).

ֶאת־ֵּבית־ְיהָו֖ה . . . (10) ִלְב֥נֹות  ה  ְׁשֹלֹמ֔ ְּכַכּ֣לֹות   ַוְיִהי֙ 
ית ה ֵׁשִנ֑ א ְיהָו֛ה ֶאל־ְׁשֹלֹמ֖  wa-yhì kë-úallòμ ַוֵּיָר֧
šëlòmò li∫nòμ ±Æμ-bèμ-YHWH . . . way-yèr<å 
YHWH ±Æl šëlòmò šènìμ ‘When Solo-
mon completed building the house of 
YHWH . . . YHWH appeared to Solomon 
a second time’ (1 Kgs 9.1–2)

ים (11) ַּכָּנִׁשֽ ַרח  ֹא֖ ה  ְלָׂשָר֔ ִלְה֣יֹות   å≈al lihyòμ>™ ָחַד֙ל 
lë«<år<å ±òra™ kan-n<åšìm ‘There ceased 
being for Sara the way of women’ (Gen 
18.11)

ל (12) ַרע ִיְׂשָרֵא֜ י . . . ַּג֩ם ֶז֨ ֶּלה ִמְּלָפַנ֖ ים ָהֵא֛ ׁשּו ַהֻחִּק֥   ִאם־ָיֻמ֜
ים י ָּכל־ַהָּיִמֽ ְה֥יֹות ּ֛גֹוי ְלָפַנ֖  im-y<åmùšù± ִיְׁשְּב֗תּו ִמֽ
ha-™uqqìm h<å-±èllÆ mil-lëƒ<ånay . . . gam 
zÆra≠ yi«r<å±èl yišbëμù mi-hyòμ gòy lëƒ<ånay 
‘If the these fixed orders depart from 
before me, (then) also the seed of Israel 
will cease being a nation before me’ (Jer. 
31.36)

ָּפָרה (13) ֶׁשל  ְּבגּוָפּה  ָידֹו  ֶאת  ִקַּנח  ִמְּלַהּזֹות,    ָּגַמר 
gamar mil-lehazzot qinna™ ±et yado 
be-guƒah šel para ‘(When) he finished 
sprinkling, he wiped his hand on the back 
of the cow’ (Mishna Para 3.9)

Phasal aspects which apply to the nucleus of 
the event structure affect the progress of a 
situation, either through repetition (iterative 
and habitual) or extension, with or without 
a pause (resumptive and continuative). The 
expression of these aspects in Biblical Hebrew 
is less uniform than in the cases of the onset- 
and coda-focused phasal aspects. The adverb 
 òd infrequently expresses something like≠ עֹוד
continuative aspect, as in example (14), but 
more frequently it has the sense of ‘to do 
again’ (example 15). The participle form of 
 h<ålaú ‘to go’ may express continuation in ָהַלְך
some contexts (example 16; see Pérez Fernán-
dez 1992:110 for discussion). While this latter 
meaning comes close to the idea of resumptive 
aspect, it differs from it in that it denotes a new 
interval of action, as opposed to a resumption 
of the same interval after a pause. I am unaware 
of any clear example of resumptive aspect in 
Biblical Hebrew:

ּנּו (14) ם עֹוֶד֥ ְבָרָה֔ ָמה ְוַא֨ ים ַוֵּיְל֖כּו ְסדֹ֑ ֲאָנִׁש֔   ַוִּיְפ֤נּו ִמָּׁש֙ם ָהֽ
ה׃ ְיהָוֽ י  ִלְפֵנ֥ ד  way-yiƒnù miš-š<åm h עֵֹמ֖ <å-
±≥n<åšìm way-yèlúù së≈òm<å wë-±a∫r<åh<åm 
≠ò≈Ænnù ≠òmè≈ liƒnè YHWH ‘And the 
men turned from there and went toward 
Sodom, but as for Abraham, he continued 
standing before YHWH’ (Gen. 18.22)

י (15) ֵׁשִנ֖ ן  ֵּב֥ ל  ָרֵח֑ ת  ִׁשְפַח֣ ה  ִּבְלָה֖ ֶלד  ַוֵּת֕ ֔עֹוד  ַהר   ַוַּת֣
ב׃ wat-tahar ≠ò≈ wat-tèlÆ≈ bilh ְלַיֲעקֹֽ <å 
šiƒ™aμ r <å™èl bèn šènì lë ya≠≥qò∫ ‘She con-
ceived again and Bilha, the maidservant of 
Rachel, bore a second son to Jacob’ (Gen. 
30.7)
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לּו (16) ָיכֹ֑ א  ֹ֣ ְול ה  ֶאל־ַהַּיָּבָׁש֖ יב  ְלָהִׁש֛ ים  ָהֲאָנִׁש֗   ַוַּיְחְּת֣רּו 
ם׃ ֲעֵליֶהֽ ר  ְוסֵֹע֖ ְך  הֹוֵל֥ ם  ַהָּי֔ י   way-ya™tërù ִּכ֣
h<å-±≥n<åšìm lëh<åšì∫ ±Æl-hay-yabb<åš<å wë-lò 
y<åúòlù kì hay-y<åm hòlèú wë-sò≠èr ≠≥lèhÆm 
‘The men rowed to return to the shore but 
they were unable because the sea contin-
ued to storm against them’ (Jon. 1.13)

Iterative and habitual aspects are semantically 
similar, but refer to the application of patterned 
repetition to a minimal event type and any 
event type, respectively. Although I have not 
found a clear iterative example in the Hebrew 
Bible, habitual expressions are numerous and 
may be expressed in a variety of ways. In most 
cases the logic of how the situation fits within 
the discourse context leads to a habitual inter-
pretation of the Irrealis Perfective (weqa†al) 
or Imperfective (yiq†ol), as in example (17) 
below. In other instances, temporal adverbial 
expressions disambiguate and/or reinforce the 
habitual interpretation of the Irrealis forms as 
in examples (18)–(19). As the Irrealis Perfec-
tive fell out of use in the post-biblical period, 
the periphrastic construction with the Perfec-
tive of ָהָיה h<åy<å ‘to be’ became more frequent, 
not only for progressive but also for habitual 
expressions, as illustrated in example (20):

י (17) ִּכ֚ יָה  ָעֶל֔ ים  רְֹבִצ֣ ֶעְדֵרי־צֹאן֙  ה  ְׁשֹלָׁש֤ ם   ְוִהֵּנה־ָׁש֞
ה ְּגדָֹל֖ ֶבן  ְוָהֶא֥ ים  ָהֲעָדִר֑ ַיְׁש֖קּו  וא  ַהִה֔ ר   ִמן־ַהְּבֵא֣
ים ְוָגֲל֤לּו ָּמה ָכל־ָהֲעָדִר֗ ר׃ ְוֶנֶאְספּו־ָׁש֣ י ַהְּבֵאֽ  ַעל־ִּפ֥
אן ֹ֑ ֶאת־ַהּצ ְוִהְׁש֖קּו  ר  ַהְּבֵא֔ י  ִּפ֣ ֵמַע֙ל  ֶבן֙   ֶאת־ָהֶא֙
ּה׃ ִלְמקָֹמֽ ר  ַהְּבֵא֖ י  ַעל־ִּפ֥ ֶבן  ֶאת־ָהֶא֛ יבּו   ְוֵהִׁש֧
wë-hinnè-š<åm šëlòš <å ≠Æ≈rè-ßòn rò∫ßìm 
≠ <ålÆh<å kì min-hab-bë±èr ha-hi yašqù h<å-
≠≥≈ <årìm wë-h<å-±Æ∫Æn gë≈òl<å ≠al-pì hab-
bë±èr. wë-nÆ±Æsƒù-š<åmm<å úål-h<å-≠≥≈ <årìm 
wë-:g<ål≥lù ±Æμ-h<å-±Æ∫Æn mè-≠al pì hab-bë±èr 
wë-hišqù ±Æμ-haß-ßòn wë-hèšì∫ù ±Æμ-h<å-
±Æ∫Æn ≠al-pì hab-bë±èr li-mqòm<åh ‘And 
behold, there were three flocks of sheep 
lying down by it, because they would 
water them from the well. Now there was 
a large rock upon the mouth of the well, 
and when all the flocks would gather 
there, they would remove the stone from 
the mouth of the well and water the flock 
and replace the stone upon the mouth of 
the well to its place’ (Gen. 29.2–3)

ים (18) ָּכל־ַהָּיִמֽ ִאּ֖יֹוב  ה  ַיֲעֶׂש֥ ָכה   k<åú<å ya≠≥«Æ ָּכ֛
±iyyò∫ k<ål-hay-y<åmìm ‘Accordingly, Job 
would do all the time’ (Job 1.5)

יָמה (19) ָיִמ֔ ׀  ים  ִמָּיִמ֣ ִעירֹ֙ו  ֵמֽ ַה֤הּוא  יׁש  ָהִא֨  ְוָעָל֩ה 
ְּבִׁשֹ֑לה ְצָב֖אֹות  ה  ַליהָו֥ ַח  ְוִלְזּבֹ֛ ְׁשַּתֲחֹ֧ות  -wë ְלִהֽ
≠ <ål<å h <å-±ìš ha-hù mè-≠ìrò miy-y<åmìm 
y<åmìm<å lëhišta™≥wòμ wë-lizbòa™ la-
YHWH ßë∫ <å±òμ bë-šilò ‘And that man 
would go up from his city from time to 
time (lit., from days to days) to worship 
and to sacrifice to YHWH Sabaoth in 
Shiloh’ (1 Sam. 1.3)

  ָהיּו נֹוֲעִלין ּוַמִּניִחין ֶאת ַהַּמְפֵּתַח ְּבַחּלֹון ֶׁשַעל ַּגֵּבי (20)
-hayu no≠alin u-manni™im ±et ham ַהֶּפַתח
maƒtea™ be-™allon še-≠al gabbe hap-peμa™ 
‘They used to lock up and leave the key in 
a window above the door’ (Mishna ≠Eruvin 
10.9; trans. Pérez Fernández 1992:109).
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Actionality (Aktionsart): Modern 
Hebrew

Actionality (also known as Aktionsart) is an 
aspect of a verb phrase that relates to the way 
it is structured in relation to time. Actional-
ity should be distinguished from grammatical 
aspect. The former is an inherent invariant part 
of an eventuality, which can denote a certain 
aspectual content according to its semantic 
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