
© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, ���6 | doi �0.��63/�5685330-��34��56

Vetus Testamentum 66 (�0�6) 54�-555

brill.com/vt

Vetus
Testamentum

Subversive Boundary Drawing in Jonah: The 
Variation of אׁשר and ׁש as Literary Code-Switching

Robert D. Holmstedt and Alexander T. Kirk
The University of Toronto

robert.holmstedt@utoronto.ca

Abstract

This study presents literary code-switching as the best explanation for the variation of 
 in ׁש and a Phoenician-based אׁשר in the book of Jonah. The use of Hebrew ׁש and אׁשר
the world of the narrative is used both to create and destroy identity boundaries. The 
switch between אׁשר and ׁש is the central linguistic strategy supporting the subversion 
of the intended audience’s natural reading sympathy (initially with Jonah) and theol-
ogy (an ethnically exclusive Yahwism). Jonah’s use of ׁש represents a linguistic flight  
from his Hebrew identity, while the sailors’s and Ninevite king’s use of אׁשר represents 
their recognition of Yhwh as a god worthy of devotion. And Yhwh’s use of both אׁשר and 
 signals the author’s view that Yhwh does not exclusively belong to (or care for) the ׁש
Hebrew people.
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In a recent Vetus Testamentum article, Takamitsu Muraoka argued that the vari-
ation in Jonah between ׁש and אׁשר can be explained in terms of diglossia, with 
 ,the higher, formal register. He concludes אׁשר marking the vernacular and ׁש

 belongs to a lower register of Hebrew, its vernacular form, while ְּבֶׁשּל-
 belongs to a higher register. When the prophet boarded the ship ַּבֲאֶׁשר ל-
at Yaffo, the crew conceivably sized him up and concluded that the pas-
senger was a well educated gentleman. Hence they addressed him later 
in the Hebrew version of Queen’s English (vs. 8). Among themselves, 
 however, they conversed in the vernacular (vs. 7). Jonah, in his turn, 
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apparently thought it more friendly and diplomatic to speak to the sail-
ors in a form of Hebrew with which they would feel more at ease and at 
home. (2012: 130-31)

While this is a creative suggestion, it reflects neither the accepted definition 
of diglossia nor the pattern of variation for אׁשר and ׁש in the book of Jonah. 
However, we affirm Professor Muraoka for seeking a sociolinguistic solution to 
the use of both אׁשר and ׁש in Jonah, which is, in our opinion, a major step in 
the right direction. In this short article, we will argue that the אׁשר and ׁש are 
used in Jonah as a literary form of code-switching, subtly but clearly support-
ing the book’s message of theological subversion.

Briefly, the linguistic facts are straightforward: while אׁשר is the predominate 
nominalizer for relative clauses and complement clauses in the book of Jonah 
(11x: 1:5, 8, 9, 14; 2:10; 3:2, 8, 10; 4:5, 10, 11[2×]), the item ׁש is used three times 
(1:7, 12; 4:10). Why ׁש is used three times is, of course, the puzzle. The expected 
nominalizer אׁשר is used exclusively by only two voices in the book—the  
narrator  (1:5; 3:10; 4:5) and the king of Nineveh (!) in his decree (3:8). In con-
trast, all other voices use both nominalizers—Jonah  (אׁשר in 1:9; 2:10, but ׁש in 
1:12), the sailors (אׁשר in 1:8, 14; and ׁש in 1:7), and Yhwh (אׁשר in 3:2; 4:10, 11; but 
 .(in 4:10 ׁש

Professor Muraoka’s explanation addresses the dialogue between Jonah and 
the sailors (given in [1]), but because he focuses on the complex items -באׁשר ל  
and -בׁשל he neglects to address other arguably related issues, such as the 
Ninevite king’s use of  אׁשר in 3:8 (given in [2]) and Yhwh’s use of both אׁשר and 
 .within a single statement in 4:10 (given in [3]) ׁש

(1) Jon 1:7-9, 12, 14—Jonah and the Sailors

לּ֙ו נּו ַוַּיִּפ֙ את ָל֑ ֹ֖ ה ַהּז י ָהָרָע֥ ה ְּבֶׁשְּלִמ֛ יָלה ֽגֹוָר֔לֹות ְוֵנ�ְ֣דָע֔ הּו ְלכּ֙ו ְוַנִּפ� יׁש ֶאל־ֵרֵע֗  7ַוּיֹאְמ֞רּו ִא�
את ֹ֖ ה ַהּז ר ְלִמי־ָהָרָע֥ נּו ּבֲַאֶׁש֛ יו ַהִּגיָדה־ָּנ�א ָל֔ ּו ֵאָל֔ ה׃ 8ַוּיֹאְמר� ל ַעל־יֹוָנֽ ל ַהּגֹוָר֖  ּֽגֹוָר֔לֹות ַוִּיֹּפ֥
י ם ִעְבִר� אֶמר ֲאֵליֶה֖ ֹ֥ ם ָאָּֽתה׃ 9ַוּי ה ַע֖ י־ִמֶּז֥ ָך ְוֵאֽ ה ַאְרֶצ֔ נּו ַמה־ְּמַלאְכְּתָ֙ך ּוֵמַא�ִין ָּת֔בֹוא ָמ�   ָל֑

ה׃ ה ֶאת־ַהָּי֖ם ְוֶאת־ַהַּיָּבָׁשֽ א ֲאֶׁשר־ָעָׂש֥ ִי֙ם ֲאִנ�י ָיֵר֔ י ַהָּׁשַמ֙ ה ֱאֹלֵה֤ ִכי ְוֶאת־ְיהָו֞ ָאֹנ֑
י י ְבֶׁשִּל֔ ַע ָאִ֔ני ִּכ� י יֹוֵד� ם ִּכ֚ ֲעֵליֶכ֑ ק ַהָּי֖ם ֵמֽ ם ְוִיְׁשֹּת֥ ִני ֶאל־ַהָּי֔ ם ָׂש֙אּוִני֙ ַוֲהִטיֻל� אֶמר ֲאֵליֶה֗ �ֹ  12ַוּי

ם׃ ַער ַהָּג֛דֹול ַהֶּז֖ה ֲעֵליֶכֽ  ַהַּס֧
ן ְוַאל־ִּתֵּת֥ ה  ַהֶּז֔ יׁש  ָהִא� ֶפׁ֙ש  ְּבֶנ֙ ה  נֹאְבָד֗ ְיהָו֙ה ַאל־ָנ�א  ָאָּנ֤ה  ַוּיֹאְמ֗רּו  ה  ֶאל־ְיהָו֜  14ַוִּיְקְר֨אּו 

יָת׃ ְצָּת ָעִׂשֽ ר ָחַפ֖ ה ּכֲַאֶׁש֥ ה ְיהָו֔ י־ַאָּת� יא ִּכֽ ם ָנִָק֑ ינּו ָּד� ָעֵל֖

(2) Jon 3:8—the King of Nineveh’s decree

ה ָרָע֔ ָהֽ ֹו  ִמַּדְרּכ� יׁש  ִא֚ בּו  ְוָיֻׁש֗ ה  ְּבָחְזָָק֑ ים  ֶאל־ֱאֹלִה֖ ְוִיְקְר֥אּו  ה  ְוַהְּבֵהָמ֔ ָאָד֙ם  ָהֽ ים  ַׂשִּק֗ ּו    ְוִיְתַּכּס�
ם׃ ר ְּבַכֵּפיֶהֽ ס ֲאֶׁש֥ ּוִמן־ֶהָחָמ֖



544 Holmstedt and Kirk

Vetus Testamentum 66 (2016) 542-555

(3) Jon 4:10—Yhwh

ָהָי֖ה ְיָלה  ֶׁשִּבן־ַל֥ ִגַּדְלּ֑תֹו  א  �ֹ ְול ּ֖בֹו  ְלָּת  לֹא־ָעַמ֥ ר  ֲאֶׁש֛ יָק֔יֹון  ַעל־ַהִּק� ְסָּת֙  ַח֙ ה  ַאָּת֥ ה  ְיהָו֔ אֶמר  �ֹ   ַוּי
ד׃ ְיָלה ָאָבֽ ּוִבן־ַל֥

Surely any compelling analysis should account for all the variation of אׁשר 
and ׁש in this short story, not just the dialogue between Jonah and the sailors. 
Yet, even limited to chapter one, Muraoka’s diglossia solution does not work. 
First, Professor Muraoka conflates the distinct phenomena of diglossia and 
social registers. While Muraoka describes the variation in Jonah in terms of 
education, diplomacy, and friendliness, diglossia is something quite different. 
Second, even using the standard definition of diglossia, the variation in Jonah 
is not diglossic.1 Ferguson, who coined the term for academic study, defined 
diglossia in his seminal 1959 article (since affirmed in his 1991 follow-up) as 
follows:

A relatively stable language situation in which, in addition to the primary 
dialects of the language (which may include a standard or regional stan-
dards), there is a very divergent, highly codified (often grammatically 
more complex) superposed variety, the vehicle of a large and respected 
body of written literature, either of an earlier period or in another speech 
community, which is learned largely by formal education and is used for 
most written or formal spoken purposes, but is not used by any sector of 
the community for ordinary conversation (1959: 336; 1991: 218).

1   Gary Rendsburg has argued for the presence of diglossia in ancient Hebrew, including the 
variation between אׁשר and ׁש in the Hebrew Bible:

“During the period of the monarchy, 1000-586 BCE, a standard literary Hebrew was uti-
lized in which אׁשר was the sole relative pronoun. The colloquial form, which existed side-
by-side with the classical form, was ׁש, which in a very few instances infiltrated literary 
composition. The upheaval of 586 BCE, with the resultant exile and restoration, effected 
changes in the Hebrew language, and one of these was the further penetration of ׁש into writ-
ten records.” (1990: 116-17).

However, Rendsburg also acknowledges that אׁשר and ׁש probably also have dialectal and 
diachronic explanations (1990: 118) and, significantly, does not specifically treat the examples 
in the book of Jonah (Rendsburg makes no mention of ׁש and אׁשר in his recent Encyclopedia 
entry on diglossia [2013b]). In our opinion, the ancient Hebrew data might reasonably sup-
port a diglossic situation, but such arguments must always be held lightly due to the fact 
that all our evidence is written, whereas the lower (=L) register in the standard approach to 
diglossia is by definition not used for writing (see also Holmstedt 2013: 287-88). For criticism 
of Rendsburg’s hypothesis, see Ólafsson 1991 and Young and Rezetko 2008, 1:173-79; for a more 
positive (though still qualified) assessment, see Kaye 1993.
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Importantly, Ferguson adds about the high/literary (“H”) register that “[n]o 
segment of the linguistic community regularly uses H as a medium of ordinary 
conversation” (Ferguson 1959: 337; also 1991: 218; see also Hudson 2002: 4-5). 
The H and L (“low, colloquial”) varieties in a diglossic situation are reserved 
for specific functions and social contexts; diglossia does not apply to situations 
where speakers switch freely from one register to another, or where an inferior 
speaks a formal register to a superior out of respect (Martin-Jones 2003: 435).2 
Additionally, a defining feature of diglossia is that no one is a native speaker 
of H. Rather, the H variety is only acquired through formal education, making 
access to H dependent on access to education (ibid.).

These accepted features of diglossia raise many questions for its applicabil-
ity to the variation of אׁשר and ׁש in Jonah. For example, can we reasonably 
assume that the sailors would have been educated and thus aware of an H vari-
ety of Hebrew? If the dialogue reflects an authentic communicative exchange, 
how might we explain the use of the H variety in a normal, mundane conversa-
tion? Similarly, neither Jonah nor any other character in a conversational con-
text could have simply chosen to alternate between the H and L varieties, even 
if ancient Hebrew did exhibit diglossia. What Professor Muraoka describes, 
that the sailors recognized Jonah as a member of a higher class and addressed 
him either in his more formal register or using a deferential form, describes  
the use of social registers not diglossia. Even granting Professor Muraoka 
the benefit of the doubt regarding terminology, the notion that אׁשר reflects  
either a higher social register or a deferential form is untenable, as we will 
argue below.

What, then, is the explanation for the use of both אׁשר and ׁש in Jonah? 
Given that ׁש is only used three times, and each in the mouth of a character in 
the story, it is unlikely that the solution relates to diachrony (unlike the אׁשר 
and ׁש variation in Qoheleth; see Holmstedt 2013). Similarly, a dialectal expla-
nation would have to presume that the sailors were Hebrew, but from a differ-
ent linguistic area than Jonah. Yet, there is no hint in the story that the sailors 
were Hebrews of any type; instead, it is strongly implied in the story that they 
are “foreign” from a Hebrew perspective (e.g., each cried to “his god,” which was 
different than Jonah’s). But if they were actually foreign, how can they speak 
such good Hebrew? And is it realistic that foreign sailors would either know 

2   Kaye also notes that users in a diglossic situation do not mix the High and Low varieties; 
rather, “native speakers possess an overall ‘communicative competence’ rather than a mere 
‘grammatical competence’ ” (2002: 120). Crystal makes a similar observation about the com-
municative competence of users (although his comment includes more language situations 
and uses than simply diglossia): regional dialects, class dialects, and temporal dialects are 
“rarely consciously manipulated by the individual language-user” (1970: 103).
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about register differences in Hebrew or be able to speak perfect Hebrew except 
for one item, the ׁש? What is more, it is difficult to see how dialect difference 
would explain Yhwh’s use of both אׁשר and ׁש in 4:10. Finally, there are no differ-
ences in the grammatical use of אׁשר and ׁש in Jonah—both are used to intro-
duce relative clauses or to introduce the clausal complements of prepositions.3 

Having dispensed with diglossia, diachrony, dialect, and grammatical dif-
ference as irrelevant to the variation of אׁשר and ׁש use in Jonah, we suggest a 
novel solution, that the variation represents a sub-type of code-switching for 
rhetorical literary effect. However, before we discuss how literary code-switch-
ing explains what occurs in Jonah, we must disambiguate the phenomenon 
from the closely-related (and sometimes equated) phenomenon of “style-
shifting”.4 Style-shifting is the use of more than one register within the same 
dialect/ language, such as formal vs. informal.5 In an overview of stylistics in 
language use, the linguist David Crystal concludes that style “is essentially a  

3   In 1:5; 3:2, 8, 10; 4:10, and 11 [2x] the אׁשר is a simple relative clause, modifying the immediately 
preceding noun phrase; in 2:10, the אׁשר relative modifies a null head (= “headless” or “inde-
pendent” relative). In 1:9, the אׁשר relative is extraposed (positioned away from its head יהוה, 
towards the end or “right” of the clause). In 1:8, 14 and 4:5, the אׁשר nominalizes the following 
clause so it may function as the complement of the preposition ( כ in 1:14 and עד in 4:5). For 
 ׁש the occurrence in 4:10 is a straightforward relative clause, whereas in 1:7 and 1:12 the ,ׁש
nominalizes the following clauses as the complements of the preposition ב.

Interestingly, the precise grammar of ל -has not previously been under בׁשל and באׁשר 
stood (or if understood, not translated or explained adequately). The use of אׁשר and ׁש is 
the same in each case: the ב is causal, the אׁשר and ׁש nominalize the following clause as 
the complement of the preposition, and the clause is a null copula clause, with הרעה הזאת 
the subject, למי the copular complement, and the PP לנו is an NP-internal PP modifying the 
subject הרעה הזאת. The result is reflected by this translation: “Tell us because for whom is 
this calamity of ours,” which indicates that the sailors’ question is not “why” or “because of 
whom” has the storm happened (contra, among many others, Sasson 1990: 112), but more 
specifically “for whom” (on the syntax of אׁשר and ׁש clauses in Hebrew, see Holmstedt 2016: 
129-93). The question betrays their sensitivity to divine wrath—they know that someone on 
the boat is being chased by the god Yhwh.

4   Note that our distinction between style-shifting, as the switch between registers in the same 
language, and code-switching, as the use of elements from different languages, is contrary to 
the description of style-shifting given in Rendsburg 2013c.

5   To our knowledge, Stephen Kaufman was the first to use the term “style-switching” (which 
we refer to as “style-shifting”) in the context of ancient Hebrew studies (1988:55), and it has 
since been adopted and developed by Gary Rendsburg in a number of articles (1992a, 1992b, 
1996, 2013c among others); note also Rendsburg’s addition of “addressee-switching” to the 
discussion (2013a). However, this general concept is not new, and has long been noticed in 
Hebrew studies, for example, in discussions about intentional “archaizing” (albeit not from 
an explicitly linguistic framework).
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descriptive convenience which summarizes our awareness at any given 
moment of the controllable linguistic features that distinguish one use of 
English [or any language] from any other” (1987: 222). Being able to accurately 
describe the manipulations of these linguistics features requires an under-
standing of “the socially-conditioned varieties a language may be shown to 
posses” (ibid., 202). Crystal argues that style may employ dialectal variation, 
social registers, and even individual or group idiosyncrasies, and that in lit-
erature such variations may occur in phonetic representation, vocabulary, and 
grammar. Whatever stylistic variation an author employs or a reader detects, 
the manipulation of established (or novel) choices depends on a shared aware-
ness of language norms concerning both grammar and usage (1987: 202).

Whereas dialectal differences in the textual evidence represent a linguis-
tic accident—the differences reflect the separate origins of the contrasting 
linguistic forms—stylistic differences in literature are not accidental. That is, 
characters are often distinguished by their speech, in a range of genres, from 
plays to novels and other types of narrated literature (e.g., James Joyce’s works). 
Speech may color the characters as old or young, educated or not, wealthy or 
poor, respectful or rude, local or foreign (see Rendsburg 1996, Holmstedt 2010 
for biblical examples). Coloring the characters’ speech achieves two related 
rhetorical goals for the story-teller. First, it allows the story-teller to stay out 
of the story, because an intrusive narrator (e.g., “and he said, in a Cockney 
accent, ‘. . .’ ”) is cumbersome, disrupts the flow of the story itself, and is mostly 
reserved for subjective asides or background information (e.g., “he was a nasty 
sort of fellow” or “and this was the way it was done back then”). Second, it 
allows a character to be continually distinguished from others with different 
speech patterns, thus subtly keeping the differences in the audience’s mind 
without being explicit. This literary technique is not simply aesthetic, though: 
the differences are used to engage the reader and encourage the construction 
of a reader identity vis-à-vis the characters.6

Now let us return to אׁשר and ׁש in Jonah. Given the lexical and gram-
matical patterns in the Hebrew Bible and other ancient Hebrew literature, 
we take it to be philologically uncontroversial that the appearance of ׁש in 
the book of Jonah is unexpected and represents a marked language choice  
by the author. We also assume that the variation was intentionally placed 
within the world of the narrative by the author rather than reflecting an 
authentic historical speech pattern for Israelite-to-non-Israelite conversation 

6   Similarly, Herman argues that style-shifting “functions to mark aspects of participants’ iden-
tity, thereby reinforcing patterns of co-operation and conflict encoded at other levels of nar-
rative structure as well” (2001: 62).
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during any period of the first millennium BCE. This seems to support a style-
shifting explanation for אׁשר and ׁש. However, to take the use of ׁש in Jonah as 
a case of style-shifting presumes that this linguistic item is Hebrew, whether 
it was simply a marginal, rarely used alternate to אׁשר or a dialectal (north-
ern?) variant. How, then, would this distinguish the sailors from Jonah? Jonah 
may have been intended to represent either northern (Israelite) or southern 
(Judahite) origin, though the author astutely avoids mentioning this by hav-
ing him self-identify only as a “Hebrew” (1:9; see Sasson 1990: 115-16). But the 
sailors are clearly presented as non-Israelite. Not only did Jonah have to iden-
tify himself to them as a “Hebrew,” but their port of departure, Yaffo / Joppa, 
was never in Israelite control before the Maccabean period (1990: 80-81).7 In 
any case, what would it mean to distinguish Jonah and the sailors by a small 
dialectal variation? Whatever else this would do, it would also suggest that 
the sailors represented a Hebrew speaking community different than Jonah’s,  
but a Hebrew community nonetheless. In terms of rhetorical effectiveness, 
this is a pyrrhic gain.

Might the use of ׁש reflect a lower register and thus a social status difference 
between the sailors and Jonah? Two problems confront this option. First, there 
is no evidence elsewhere in ancient Hebrew that אׁשר and ׁש reflected different 
social registers. And if the author of Jonah decided to create this distinction 
for the sake of characterizing the actors in the story, is it likely that the normal 
intended listener would decipher this novel strategy appropriately? Second, 
there is no evidence in the Hebrew Bible that prophets occupied a higher 
social status than foreign sailors. If the solution to the אׁשר and ׁש variation 
lies with style-shifting, the cultural and linguistic subtleties required for us to 
reconstruct a plausible explanation are beyond our grasp. Thankfully, literary 
code-switching provides a strategy that makes good sense of the data.

A widely accepted definition of code-switching is “the use of more than one 
language in the course a single communicative event” (Muysken 2011: 302). 
There is an obvious overlap with linguistic borrowing, such that it is difficult 

7   According to Lipiński, Yaffo/Joppa was occupied as early as the fifth millennium BCE and is 
mentioned in fifteenth century Egyptian texts as well as the Amarna letters (early 14th cen-
tury BCE) and was variously controlled by Askhelon and Dor in the first millennium through 
the Persian period (2004: 328-30; see also Stuart 1987: 451). If it is correct that the תרׁשיׁש 
in Jon 1:3 is to be identified as Tartessos, the Phoenician colony in modern-day Spain and 
perhaps mentioned in the Nora Stone (CIS I, 144; KAI 46; Schmitz 2012: 16-18), it further sug-
gests that the sailors are presented as Phoenicians (see Simon 1999: 5; and Allen 1976: 204-05,  
n. 10). For an erudite discussions of Tarshish/Tartessos, see Lipiński 2004: 225-65 and López-
Ruiz 2009.
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to distinguish the two phenomena, leading most code-switching studies to 
focus on switches of whole sentences, groups of sentences, or phrases.8 Code-
switching is also sometimes divided into two types: situational, in which the 
use of a specific language depends on the social situations and established con-
ventions, and conversational (also referred to as code-mixing), in which the 
switch between languages in mid-conversation does not reflect an established 
reason, but merely convenience and effective communication (for example, 
the use of “Spanglish” between two Spanish-English bilingual speakers whose 
primary language differs) (Gordon and Williams 1998: 76-79).

The use of code-switching in literature reflects an authorial intentionality 
that overlaps with the situational and conversational types of code-switching 
but adds a layer of rhetorical complexity (Gordon and Williams 1998: 79). 
Considering the phenomenon broadly, Hess contends that “in literature, lan-
guages are not switched because of authorial bilingualism but rather to fulfil 
artistic and literary functions. . . . when it occurs in literature, code switch-
ing quite frequently indicates prominent and embracing textual motifs”  
(Hess 1996: 6). More specifically, Gordon and Williams identify three primary 
functions of literary code-switching: extrinsic, when the variation between 
languages is used to supply “local colour” to the narrative, organic, when the 
secondary language phrases are introduced and then translated or explained 
to avoid alienating the reader, and political, when the secondary language 
phrases are not translated and used to discomfort the reader by creating a cul-
tural boundary (1998: 80-81). Especially when used in the political way, literary 
code-switching creates or maintains social, political, and/or cultural boundar-
ies and thus serves both to establish a group membership and a bond with 
the reader who shares the bilingualism and code-switching conventions (the  
“in-group”) and to alienate those who do not (the “out-group”).

To illustrate both style-shifting and literary code-switching in use in an 
English work, consider the way Bernard Malamud colors the speech of char-
acters in his short story collection, The Magic Barrel. Most of Malamud’s sto-
ries deal with the experience of Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe in 
New York City. Rarely does Malamud let the narrator tell us this about the 
characters, but he routinely characterizes them through the manipulation of 
language (among other techniques). For example, in one of the stories, “The 
Magic Barrel,” the matchmaker, Salzman, says to Leo, a tough case, “Yiddishe 
kinder, what can I say to somebody that he is not interested in high school 

8   Though the variation of אׁשר and ׁש is about the code-switching alternation of just one word 
 we suggest that this would be similar to a modern English short story author using merci ,(ׁש)
numerous times to mark one character as French.
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teachers? So what then you are interested?” (2003: 201). Salzman speaks 
English with  grammatical variations that reveal his first language is Yiddish. 
Moreover, Malamud has included a transparently Yiddish phrase to set the 
tone. The grammatical variation blurs the line between style-shifting and 
code-switching—the words are English but the structure does not represent 
any accepted dialectal or register conventions. This kind of “Yinglish” may be 
taken as style-shifting, but perhaps is better categorized as a form of extrinsic 
code-switching, since the examples color the characters as non-native English 
speakers. The fully Yiddish phrase, in contrast, is clearly code-switching, but 
also exists in a grey area, between organic and political code-switching—the 
untranslated and unexplained phrase “Yiddishe kinder” is probably mostly 
interpretable by the general reader, but it also creates an in-group of those who 
know Yiddish. 

Turning again to אׁשר and ׁש in Jonah—a code-switching analysis of the אׁשר  
and ׁש variation implies that ׁש is understood by the author (and presumably 
also by the reader) as a foreign linguistic item. It is nowhere glossed or explained 
as foreign, which suggests that the item was minimally intelligible by a Hebrew 
reader while also transparently non-Hebrew. The example of Malamud’s use of 
“Yiddishe kinder” is an apt comparison, since it is mostly intelligible to English 
readers, but foreign nonetheless. If ׁש is a foreign item employed for the sake of 
the story, the obvious source is Phoenician, which used š (and the related ʾš) as 
a nominalizer for relative and complement clauses (see Holmstedt 2007, 2008, 
2016: 257-64).9

If the Phoenician-based ׁש is used to color the sailors’ speech as “foreign” 
for the Hebrew-speaking audience (that is, ׁש is foreign enough that it would 
catch the listener’s attention but close enough to the Hebrew nominalizer,  
 that it would be comprehensible), the question then becomes, Why do ,אׁשר
the speakers vary in their own usage? Why do the sailors use אׁשר when talk-
ing to Jonah while Jonah uses ׁש at least once when talking back to them? Why 
introduce a “foreign” element into Jonah’s speech at all when he is an Israelite? 

9   Note that we take both ʾš and š to be relative complementizers in Phoenician. See Holmstedt 
2016 for the following assessment: “Though I find no cogent argument against an etymo-
logical connection between š and ʾš in Northwest Semitic languages, there has often been a 
strange reluctance to support it; see Harris 1936: 55; Gevirtz 1957; Schuster 1965; Friedrich and 
Röllig 1999: 73; Krahmalkov 2001: 94. Krahmalkov is a good example of the linguistically mud-
dled thinking about these function words that is rife in Comparative Semitics—he asserts 
that the occurrences of the Phoenician item š- are not as a relative word, but a “determinative 
pronoun, serving primarily to express an indirect genitive relationship” (ibid.) (92-93, n. 82). 
See also Holmstedt 2014; 2016: 282-86 for a discussion of the misguided “genitive” analysis.
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Moreover, why does the decree of the Ninevite king use אׁשר when it is osten-
sibly addressed to a Ninevite audience and why does the speech of Yhwh in 
4:10 alternate between Hebrew אׁשר and foreign ׁש when he is speaking to 
Jonah? Communication Accommodation Theory may provide the rest of the  
answer. 

Communication Accommodation Theory was initially associated with 
the social psychologist Howard Giles, who developed the core concepts in 
the 1970s.10 The central notion of communication accommodation is that a 
speaker can secure a more favorable reception by reducing linguistic differ-
ences between he/she and the listener. Giles argues that “[a]commodation 
through speech can be regarded as an attempt on the part of the speaker to 
modify or disguise his persona in order to make it more acceptable to the per-
son addressed” (Giles and Powesland 1975: 158). We suggest that this model 
provides a paradigm for explaining the code-switching in Jonah. On the sur-
face, the exchange between Jonah and the sailors is meant to underscore that 
these characters come from different cultures. The use of one clear linguistic 
signal (the switch from אׁשר to ׁש) accomplishes this while also maintaining an 
overall Hebrew presentation for the Hebrew-speaking audience of the book. In 
the dialogue between Jonah and the sailors, the use of אׁשר and ׁש also signals 
the sailors’ movement towards associating with Jonah’s god and Jonah’s abrupt 
disassociation from that same god. 

Taking the code-switching in sequence, the use of the Hebrew nominalizer 
 when it is first ׁש by the narrator in 1:5 is expected, but also works with אׁשר
used by the sailors in 1:7 to create an “in-group” (narrator, Jonah, and the audi-
ence) and an “out-group” (the sailors). The sailors’ switch to אׁשר in 1:8 reflects 
their speech accommodation to Jonah—not only do they recognize him 
as foreign to them and use his language (represented in the book wholly by  
 but this strategy occurs during an unfolding disaster, which ,(ׁש versus אׁשר
they assume to be of divine origin. Thus, their speech accommodation may 
reflect a willingness to identify with Jonah (and thus his god) if he can provide 
an escape from their impending doom. 

Jonah, in response to the sailors, first uses אׁשר in describing his ethnicity and 
divine allegiance (1:9), but then switches to (1:12)  ׁש, a speech accommodation 
strategy designed to signal his desire to identify with the sailors and to aban-
don his allegiance to Yhwh. It is no coincidence that this comes in the  middle 

10   See Bell 2006, Fought 2006, and Coupland 2007 for overviews, including developments 
in the subsequent decades. A parallel approach in sociolinguistics, associated in its 
early manifestations with the linguist Alan Bell, is known as audience design (Bell 2006,  
Fought 2006).
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of Jonah’s proposed solution: rather than turn around and accept Yhwh’s 
assignment, he prefers to drown. The final switch in this dialogue is packed 
with meaning, since the sailors’ use of (1:14)  אׁשר when pleading to Yhwh to 
have mercy on them represents their speech accommodation to Jonah’s god 
and so signals their new divine allegiance. That is, while Jonah continues to 
turn his back on Yhwh, even to death, the sailors’ quickly acknowledge Yhwh’s 
power and willingly “convert”. The prophet has abandoned God, the pagan sail-
ors have embraced him—the subtle linguistic code-switching betrays a not-  
so-subtle rhetoric aimed at accusing the Hebrew audience of similar betrayal 
by limiting Yhwh’s activity to the Hebrews alone.

The use of this literary code-switching does not end in chapter one. Two 
more verses critically support this message of theological subversion. In 3:8, 
the Ninevite king publishes his decree and uses אׁשר instead of ׁש. Is this sim-
ply a concession to narrative economy—why use ׁש when the audience knows 
 and making the king of Nineveh sound foreign is not important to the אׁשר
narrative? Or, does the אׁשר represent speech accommodation and so the lin-
guistic reinforcement of what is both stated in 3:5 in the narrator’s voice and 
represented by the decree and the subsequent Ninevite behavior—Nineveh 
had turned to Yhwh? Though we can find no criterion that is determinative, we 
find the use of אׁשר and ׁש in chapters one and four too intentional to escape 
the sense that the author was equally intentional in 3:8.

Finally, Yhwh’s use of both אׁשר and ׁש in 4:10 should be seen as another 
example of speech accommodation, with a twist. Rather than participating in 
the established “in-group” or “out-group,” the author has Yhwh, by using both  
 merge the groups, effectively destroying the boundaries initially ,ׁש and אׁשר
created by the code-switching. It is the ultimate rejection of the exclusivity 
that motivates the book’s message.11

11   Perhaps here is an appropriate place to clarify that our analysis of ׁש in Jonah does not 
necessarily explain the use of ׁש in the rest of the Hebrew Bible. In our opinion, only the 
 in 2 Kgs 6:11 can be adequately explained by literary code-switching. The occurrences ׁש
in Judg 5-6 are likely best taken as early borrowing into a northern Hebrew dialect via 
Phoenician, though ultimately the borrowing did not displace אׁשר and ׁש effectively dis-
appeared as a second Hebrew nominalizer in the pre-exilic period. The nineteen occur-
rences of ׁש in the Psalms (122:3, 4; 123:2; 124:1, 2, 6; 129:6, 7; 133:2, 3; 135:2, 8, 10; 136:23; 
137:8, 9; 144:15; 146:3, 5) likely have varied explanations, whether dialectal or late. The 
single occurrence in Gen 6:4 is unclear, though we lean towards taking it as a sign of 
the late, post-exilic date of that chapter. Finally, the nearly even use of ׁש alongside אׁשר 
in Ecclesiastes represents the mid-point of the diffusion of a new, distinct borrowing of 
Akkadian ša during the post-exilic period by the community in eastern diaspora. Song 
of Songs, excluding the superscription, bears witness to the completed diffusion of ׁש 
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In conclusion, we argue that the analysis of the variation of אׁשר and ׁש in 
the book of Jonah that best fits the narrative context and the linguistic facts 
is literary code-switching. The use of Hebrew אׁשר and a Phoenician-based ׁש 
in the world of the narrative is used to both create boundaries and destroy 
them. In an ancient example of what Hess refers to as the “artistic and literary 
functions” of code-switching used to indicate “prominent and embracing tex-
tual motifs” (Hess 1996: 6), the switching between אׁשר and ׁש is the central lin-
guistic strategy supporting the subversion of the intended audience’s natural 
reading sympathy (initially with Jonah) and theology (an ethnically exclusive 
Yahwism). Jonah’s use of ׁש represents a linguistic flight from his Hebrew iden-
tity, while the sailors’s and Ninevite king’s use of אׁשר represents their recogni-
tion of Yhwh as a god worthy of devotion. And Yhwh’s use of both אׁשר and ׁש 
signals the author’s view that Yhwh does not exclusively belong to (or care for) 
the Hebrew people (a message also promoted by other Israelite prophets, such 
as in Amos 9).
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