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Abstract: In Biblical Hebrew verbal sentences, suffixed particles and other short adverbial elements
tend not to occur where the syntactic rules would lead one to expect them, but instead are located
closer to the verb. This phenomenon is well known, but a number of its features have not been de-
scribed in detail. Three case studies are proposed, revealing some of the dynamics involved in the
placement of short adverbial elements. Analyzed through a comparative and typological framework,
the Hebrew data suggest that alongside sentence syntax and discourse grammar, prosodic considera-
tions play a role in determining word order.
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1 Introduction

Despite important advances in recent times, Biblical Hebrew (BH) word order is still only partly un-
derstood.1 The present study seeks to contribute to a better understanding of items typically occupy-
ing the “second position” in their clause or sentence.

1.1 “Leftward” movement of short items in Biblical Hebrew

A well-known feature of BH word order is the tendency for suffixed particles to immediately follow
the verb, even in clauses with an explicit subject: 

Gen 22:11
רָא  יִּקְ וַ יו אַאֵלָ מַיִםךְ מַלְ שָּׁ  יְהוָה מִן־הַ

But the angel of the LORD called to him from heaven.

When the same particles govern a noun, they normally occur after the subject:2 

Gen 21:17
הִים  אַךְ אֱלֹ רָא מַלְ יִּקְ וַ גָר מַיִםאֶל־הָ שָּׁ  מִן־הַ

And the angel of God called to Hagar from heaven.3

1 See e.g. Muraoka 1985; Gross 1996; Rosenbaum 1997; Moshavi 2010; Khan & Van Der Merwe 2020.
2 For the default pattern of verbal sentences in Biblical Hebrew, see below, section 3.1.
3 English translations of the Hebrew Bible follow the NRSV, but have sometimes been adapted to bring out the

point in question.
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J. JOOSTEN WORD ORDER IN BIBLICAL HEBREW

The “move to the left” (in Hebrew, actually to the right) is not obligatory.4 There are many excep-
tions in which the suffixed particle is positioned after the subject.5 However, the postverbal position
is the most frequent one. When the same particles govern a noun, the position between the verb and
the subject is rare.

The suffixed particles in question are the mono-consonantal prepositions, ”,for“ לְ ”,as“ כְּ ”,in“ בְּ 
other short prepositions, אֶל “toward,” מִן “from,” עַל “on,” עִם “with,” and the accusative marker, אֵת.

The tendency to shift to the left has also been observed with short adverbs or adverbial phrases,
notably יּוֹם יּוֹם ”,today“ הַ ם still, again,” and“ עוֹד ”,thus“ כֵּן ”,now“ כַּ ה there” (including“ שָׁ מָּ  ”,to there“ שָׁ
ם שָּׁ from there”). In a clause that has both a suffixed particle and one of these adverbs, both items“ מִ
will gravitate to the position following the verb:

1 Kgs 1:34 
שַׁח   וּמָ ם מֶלֶךְ אֹתוֹ שָׁ נָּבִיא לְ ן הַ הֵן וְנָתָ דוֹק הַכֹּ רָאֵלעַ צָ ל־יִשְׂ

There let the priest Zadok and the prophet Nathan anoint him king over Israel.6

Isa 60:19 
יֶה־  ךְ עוֹדלֹא־יִהְ אוֹר יוֹמָםלָּ שֶּׁמֶשׁ לְ  הַ

The sun shall no longer be your light by day.7

As can be seen in these examples, the suffixed particle precedes the adverb when both occupy the
post-verbal slot.

The tendency of these items to move to the left is most clearly manifest when the verb is followed
by an explicit subject, but a similar rule operates with explicit direct objects, with or without an ex-
pressed subject. Adverbial prepositional phrases are expected to follow the direct object. But when
the preposition is followed by a suffix, the phrase moves up and comes immediately after the verb:8

Gen 34:26
וּ אֶת־דִּינָה  ח יִּקְ וַ כֶם בֵּית שְׁ מִ

And they took Dinah out of Shechem’s house.

Gen 43:23
יּוֹצֵא  וַ לֵהֶם עוֹןאֲ מְ שִׁ  אֶת־

Then he brought Simeon out to them.9

A detailed description of this phenomenon in classical prose texts, with exhaustive examples from
the books of Deuteronomy, Judges and 2 Kings, can be found in Walter Gross’s monumental  Die
Satzteilfolge im Verbalsatz alttestamentlicher Prosa.10

4 The notion of “movement” is to be taken as a figure of speech meaning no more than that a word occurs in a
somewhat unexpected position. Nevertheless, at least in the case of ancient Hebrew, it is possible that the position
of the items discussed in the present paper did change over time (see notably section 2.2 on the textual variants
involving עוֹד “still, again”).

5 A few special constructions countermand it: thus, e.g. the phrase “to X for a wife/God etc.”: Gen 28:21; Exod 10:7;
12:13;  16:15; Lev 16:34; Num 35:29; Deut 28:9; Ezek 24:24; also the construction “to him and to his family” etc.,
with l-: Gen 43:7; Jer 25:5; Isa 7:17; Esth 9:27; with ’et: Deut 28:36; Josh 13:21; 2 Sam 18:12; with bēyn: Gen 16:5.
When a divine name functions as subject, it often precedes the suffixed particle: e.g. Gen 11:8; 25:23; Exod 4:6, 11;
Num 11:18; 1 Kgs 3:11; 11:23.

6 See also Gen 26:8; 35:15.
7 See also Jer 30:8.
8 With both subject (S) and direct object (O) lexicalized; see e.g. Num 16:19.
9 See also Judg 8:16; 2 Kgs 1:7.
10 See above, note 1.
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1.2 Explanations of the leftward movement of short words

The distinct position of suffixed particles and other short adverbial phrases recalls similar phenomena
in other languages.11 It nevertheless calls for an explanation. Why is it that a constituent or adjunct
that is normally expected to occupy the second, third or even a later post-verbal position follows the
verb immediately instead?

Two types of considerations have been advanced to account for the tendency of suffixed particles
to move closer to the verb than particles with nouns. Some scholars explain it in terms of information
structure. They point out that pronominal suffixes are often anaphoric; they reach back to the preced-
ing context in a way that nominal forms do not. Alfred Bloch, who was the first to describe the phe-
nomenon in some detail, stated that it reflects the wish “das Bekanntere dem Neueren vorangehen zu
lassen” (Bloch 1946: 110–112).12

Other scholars prefer a more formal approach. In their view, the tendency for suffixed particles to
immediately follow the verb is due to their being short. Walter Groß invokes a “Längeregel,” a rule of
length, which states that short words typically precede longer words, thus explaining the leftward
movement  we  have  observed.13 This  type  of  explanation  receives  support  from  typological  ap-
proaches; in a wide range of languages, the tendency for shorter constituents to precede longer ones
can be verified objectively.

The two views are not contradictory, and both may be true. It can be empirically confirmed that
shortness is a factor. With the short prepositions enumerated above, the leftward movement happens
in a large majority of cases, but with longer prepositions, such as רֵי -after,” it happens in a minor“ אַחֲ
ity of cases:14

V S ’aḥªrēy-suffix Gen 24:39; Exod 14:9; 15:20; Jos 8:20; 20:5; Judg 2:10; 6:34; 8:27; 20:40; 1 Sam 24:9;
26:3; 2 Sam 2:20; 1 Kgs 1:40; Jer 39:5; Ezek 10:11; Am 2:4; Ps 63:9; Eccl 7:14.
V ’aḥªrēy-suffix S Judg 10:1; 2 Sam 11:8; 20:7; 2 Kgs 9:27; Ps 49:18; Neh 12:32; 2 Chron 26:17

Similarly, compound prepositions such as יַד  נֵי or בְּ :precede the subject only occasionally לִפְ

V S beyad-suffix Gen 19:16; Deut 3:3; Judg 3:10, 15; 4:14 (VSO beyad-sf); 7:14; 2 Kgs 14:5; Lam 1:14; Dan
11:11; 2 Chron 7:6; 24:13
V beyad-suffix S Exod 22:3; Deut 13:18; 1 Sam 9:8; 24:21; Job 15:23; 1 Chron 5:20

V S lipnēy-suffix Gen 27:20; 32:4 (VSO lipnēy-sf); 48:15; Exod 23:23; Lev 26:8; Num 32:29; Deut 1:21;
2:36; 22:6; Judg 11:9 (VSO lipnēy-sf); 2 Sam 5:24; Jer 2:22; 15:1; Ezek 36:17; Mic 2:13; Mal 3:16; Ps 119:169,
170; 141:2; Lam 1:22; Neh 2:5; 1 Chron 12:18; 14:15; 2 Chron 14:4, 9
V lipnēy-suffix S Isa 52:12; Ezek 33:10; Ps 22:28; 79:11; 88:3; 143:2; Dan 1:13

In terms of information structure, longer and compound prepositions differ little from shorter
prepositions. The statistical difference in word order can therefore likely be attributed to their length.

In spite of these statistical differences, the fact that even such longer particles or quasi-particles do
move to the left of the sentence in an appreciable number of cases suggests that informational value
is also a factor. Personal suffixes are important to the cognitive process of “participant tracking”; they
contribute to the coherence of the text beyond the level of the sentence (De Regt 2019). This justifies
their location near the head of the clause. The short adverbs enumerated above play a similar role.

11 E.g. in French “Je vois ton père” versus “je le vois.”
12 “To let what is better-known precede what is newer”. Cf. also Levinsohn (2015:5): “However, when an object or

adjunct is pronominal, its default position is immediately after the verb. This is because, typically, the information
conveyed by the pronominal is more established than that conveyed by the other non-verbal constituents.”

13 Gross 1996: 270–271, with reference to Otto Behaghel and Simon Dik. 
14 V = verb, S = subject, O = direct object.
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Some of them are deictics taking their precise meaning from the nearby context. As to עוֹד “still,” it
expressly refers back to and links up with the preceding context.

1.3 Wackernagel’s Law

The drift of pronouns toward the left of the sentence, away from the position that the syntax would
seem to assign to them, is a well-known phenomenon in general linguistics often discussed under the
heading of “Wackernagel’s law.” In a dense article of over 100 pages, Wackernagel (1892) showed that,
in Homeric Greek, enclitic pronouns, as well as certain adverbs and particles, tend as closely as possi-
ble to follow the first word of the sentence:

Iliad 1:8
Τίς τάρ σφωε θεῶν ἔριδι ξυνέηκε μάχεσθαι;
Who then of the gods was it that brought these two together to contend?15

Although the pronoun σφωε “them two (third person dual accusative)” is  the direct object of
ξυνέηκε “he brought together,” it is located far to the left of the clause, as close as possible to the first
word.

Wackernagel extended this observation to other Greek texts, both literary and documentary, and
to other ancient Indo-European languages. His paper had a huge impact on the study of ancient
Greek grammar and on comparative and general linguistics. It continues to be cited until the present
day.

Homeric Greek differs in many ways from Biblical Hebrew and notably so in matters of word or-
der and sentence structure. The word order illustrated above from Iliad 1:8 has no parallel in Hebrew.
The Hebrew suffixed particle never moves beyond the verbal form, even when other elements pre-
cede the verb:

Gen 48:7
ה  ן מֵתָ פַּדָּ  אִי מִ בֹ נִי בְּ וַאֲ נַעָלַי  אֶרֶץ כְּ ןעַ רָחֵל בְּ

And as for me, when I came from Padan, Rachel died by me in the land of Canaan.

Although the suffixed particle did move up, it went only as far as the post-verbal position. Wack-
ernagel’s law in this case would require the suffixed preposition to follow the first word of the sen-
tence, the extraposed נִי וַאֲ . Word order of this type is not attested in Biblical Hebrew. Suffixed particles
may figure before the verb when they are focused or topicalized (see e.g. Gen 48:20, quoted in the
next section), but otherwise their position is limited to the post-verbal field.16

In spite of these differences, Wackernagel’s study, based as it is on a very thorough inspection of
primary material, identifies a number of linguistic phenomena that appear to be relevant to Biblical
Hebrew. In what follows, I will point to three such phenomena: 

• The breaking up of linguistic units hosting a pronominal element
• The migration of short particles out of their syntactic domain
• The repetition of particles that have moved away from their natural host.

Each of these processes, mutatis mutandis, finds parallels in BH. It is hoped that this comparison
will give a clearer view of some syntactic processes in BH and suggest ways to account for various
patterns of word order.

15 Translations of Greek texts generally follow the translations proposed on Perseus (www.perseus.tufts.edu), but
some of them have been lightly revised to bring out the point being discussed.

16 A few possible exceptions are found in poetry, e.g. Micah 5:1  ָך רָאֵללִימִמְּ יִשְׂ שֵׁל בְּ יוֹת מוֹ יֵצֵא לִהְ   “from you shall come
forth for me one who is to rule in Israel”; Psalm 55:13bα.
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1.4 Excursus: The prosodic nature of suffixed particles and short adverbs in BH

The starting point of Wackernagel’s study is the position of enclitic pronouns, which in Greek are
distinguished from other words by lacking an accent (note the lack of accent in the pronoun σφωε
above). Hebrew does not have such a category. BH has independent pronouns and pronominal suf-
fixes, but no enclitic pronouns. Given this fact, is it legitimate to compare the phenomena investi -
gated in Wackernagel’s study with BH data?

This question is hard to answer, not least because no one has been able to give a precise definition
of the term “clitic” (including “enclitic”).17 In ancient Greek, enclitics can be positively identified on
the basis of the accentuation.18 But even in Greek, the definition of enclitics is not entirely unprob-
lematic. Wackernagel himself discusses a few items, notably the modal particle ἄν, that are not con-
sidered enclitics in Greek grammar, yet do seem to follow similar placement rules.19 In a recent study
on “second-position” items in ancient Greek, David Goldstein (2016: 61–65) shows that there is no
distributional difference that can be broken down according to the enclitic/postpositive divide; the
two groups do not follow distinct placement rules.20

As for BH, neither the suffixed particles nor the short adverbs enumerated above can be regarded
as enclitics in the strict sense of the word. Under the right circumstances, all of these items can occur
at the head of a clause:

Gen 48:20 
ךָ רָאֵלבְּ רֵךְ יִשְׂ  יְבָ

By you Israel will invoke blessings

Exod 15:25
ם פָּטשָׁ  וּמִשְׁ ק  ם לוֹ חֹ  שָׂ

There the LORD (Heb. “he”) made for them a statute and an ordinance.

Our adverbs and suffixed particles are not “special clitics.” Nevertheless, their size, their nature,
and the placement rules they follow assimilate them to enclitics in Greek and other languages. Per-
haps they may be regarded as “simple clitics,” i.e. as words that under certain circumstances can at-
tach themselves to a preceding word and form with it a prosodic unit.21

In the Masoretic text, monosyllabic suffixed particles are regularly joined to a preceding verb by
the maqqeph; in this case, they bear the single accent of the two-word unit. Bi- or tri-syllabic suffixed
particles are only rarely attached by means of a  maqqeph, but in practically all instances they are
joined to the verb by a conjunctive accent. The same is true of short adverbs immediately following
the verb. On the whole, the evidence provided by the Masoretic accents remains inconclusive.22

In the absence of precise phonological information, the present paper will focus on word order
rather than any other type of data.

17 See the insightful paper by Luraghi (2013).
18 Greek accents  only began to  be annotated in the Hellenistic  era  and are  not  necessarily  reliable  for  earlier

chronolects.
19 Wackernagel (1892: 371) refers to such items as “Quasi-Enklitika,” quasi-enclitics.
20 Note also Martin Haspelmath’s (2023:1) remark: “In the stereotypical view of clitics, they are ‘prosodically defi-

cient’ in some way, but the phonological effects are quite diverse and cannot serve as a basis for a definition.”
21 “According to Zwicky’s definition, simple clitics are unaccented variants of ‘real’ words that lose their lexical ac -

cents in specific conditions as, for example, the unaccented form [əm] of the English third person non-subject
pronoun him. On the contrary, special clitics are not simply unaccented variants of lexically accented words: they
are lexically unaccented items, which have a distribution of their own, and, crucially, peculiar placement rules
which appear to be cross-linguistically limited to a small number of options.” (Luraghi 2013: 166)

22 Many scholars hold that the accents encode syntax; see e.g. Aronoff 1985. More likely, however, they reflect the
prosody of the underlying reading tradition. For the debate, see Dresher 1994. 
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2 Three case studies
2.1 “Host splitting”: construct infinitives and their subject 

The leftward movement of suffixed particles briefly described above regularly occurs not only in
main clauses, but also in subordinate clauses:

Gen 19:29
שַׁב  שֶׁר־יָ  רִים אֲ הֵןהֶעָ  לוֹטבָּ

The cities in which Lot had settled.23

It also regularly occurs in subordinate clauses, telic or temporal, whose verbal form is an infinitive
construct:

Jer 21:1
חַ  לֹ וּ מֵאֵת יְהוָה בִּשְׁ יָה מְ יָה אֶל־יִרְ שֶׁר־הָ  ר אֲ יוהַדָּבָ וּראֵלָ ח פַּשְׁ וּ אֶת־ יָּה  קִ מֶּלֶךְ צִדְ  הַ

This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD, when King Zedekiah sent to him Pashhur.

The suffixed preposition יו to him” immediately follows the infinitive, before the subject.24“ אֵלָ

As in clauses with a finite verb, this position of the suffixed particle is not obligatory. In a minor -
ity of cases, the nominal subject follows the infinitive, and the particle comes after the subject.25

As in clauses with a finite verb, short adverbs follow the same placement rules. With infinitives,
the only adverb attested in this way is ם :”there“ שָׁ

Exod 8:18(22)
תִּי הֱיוֹת־  בִלְ לֶיהָ לְ מֵד עָ מִּי עֹ שֶׁר עַ  ן אֲ שֶׁ גֹּ וּא אֶת־אֶרֶץ  יּוֹם הַה לֵיתִי בַ םוְהִפְ רֹבשָׁ  עָ

But on that day I will set apart the land of Goshen, where my people live, so that no swarms of flies
shall be there.26

Clearly, the mechanism underlying the remarkable word order in all these instances is the same as
in the cases where a suffixed particle or an adverb comes between a finite verb and its nominal sub-
ject. A short item that contributes to the coherence of the text moves toward the head of its clause.

Whereas with finite verbs such sequences merely diverge from the usual word order, with infini-
tives the sequence also interferes with the morpho-syntax. The combination of an infinitive construct
with a nominal subject takes the form of a construct phrase. This can clearly be seen when the infini -
tive construct has a specific form for the construct state:

2 Chron 2:10(11)
בַת אַהֲ לֵיהֶם מֶלֶךְבְּ נְךָ עֲ וֹ נְתָ  יְהוָה אֶת־עַמּ

Because the LORD loves his people he has made you king over them.27

A pronominal subject is invariably attached to the infinitive as a suffix, never as an independent
pronoun:

Gen 2:17 
יוֹם  ךָבְּ לְ כָ וּתאֲ מ תָּ וּ מוֹת  מֶּנּ  מִ

In the day that you eat of it you shall die.

23 Other examples: with שֶׁר  שֶׁר Gen 17:21; 21:3; with :אֲ  שֶׁר ;Gen 9:24 :אֶת־אֲ  Gen 4:25; 46:33; Exod :כִּי ;Gen 12:4; 17:23 :כַּאֲ
4:5; 7:9.

24 Other examples with a prepositional phrase: Gen 34:15; Lev 13:14; 25:30; Num 11:25; Josh 11:20; Judg 9:2; 1 Sam
16:16; Jer 22:23; 33:21; Ezek 17:10; 35:5; Joel 2:17; Jona 2:8; Nah 2:1; Psalm 51:2; 124:2; 142:4; Prov 1:27; with the ac-
cusative particle: Gen 4:15; Josh 14:11; Isa 20:1; Jer 40:1; Ps 56:1; Prov 25:8. Twenty-six cases in all.

25 With prepositions: Exod 16:8; Deut 4:10; Josh 2:14; 2 Kgs 7:17; 10:7; Job 37:15; with the accusative particle: Deut
9:23; Josh 14:7; 1 Kgs 11:24; 2 Kgs 4:25.

26 See also, with ה מָּ  .Deut 19:3; Num 35:15;  Josh 20:9. Cf. Job 38:7 ,שָׁ
27 Similarly 1 Kgs 10:9; Hos 3:1; Deut 1:27.
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This again shows that the combination of the infinitive construct with its subject takes the form of
a construct phrase.

In Hebrew, as in other Semitic languages, no element can come between the members of a con-
struct phrase.28 The breaking up of such phrases where a suffixed particle or short adverb comes be-
tween the infinitive and its subject is therefore highly remarkable.

The phenomenon has interesting parallels in ancient Greek. In his search for enclitic pronouns
that tend to occur in second position, Wackernagel (1892: 358–362) encountered a large number of
passages where the pronoun, on its journey toward the head of the sentence, splits up word-groups
that normally would be expected to belong together, such as articles and their nouns, or prepositions
and the noun-phrases they govern:

Herodotus 6, 69, 20 
ἐν γάρ σε τῇ νυκτὶ ταύτῃ ἀναιρέομαι
for I conceived you that night

The enclitic pronoun σε “you (accusative),” which functions as the direct object of the verb, is
lodged between the preposition ἐν “in” and the noun phrase it governs, τῇ νυκτὶ ταύτῃ “that night
(dative).”

In other cases, the pronoun splits up a composite word, whether a particle such as οὐκέτι “no
longer” or a verb:

Alcaeus fr. 377 
ἔκ μ’ ἔλασας ἀλγέων
You drove me from my grief.

The aorist of the verb ἐξελαύνω is here broken up into its component parts, the preverb ἐκ “out”
and the simple verb ἐλαύνω “to drive,” so as to allow the enclitic pronoun to occupy a position as
near as possible to the beginning of the sentence.29

Although the items moving leftward and the items that are split  up differ materially,  ancient
Greek and Biblical Hebrew exemplify a single phenomenon, a tightly-knit unit being undone in order
to host an element moving toward the left end of the clause. An additional example of this process in
BH will be discussed below.

Similar cases of “host-splitting” are found in other languages and notably have been studied in di-
alects of Serbo-Croatian:30

U ovoj je sobi klavir.
in this AUX room piano
The piano is in this room

Although the nature of the items again differs from what we see in BH (and ancient Greek), the
way the auxiliary breaks up the nominal phrase “this room” in order to approach the left edge of the
sentence as closely as possible is essentially similar.

2.2 “Clitic migration”: עוֹד “still, again”

As was pointed out above, in Hebrew, suffixed particles do not usually move in front of the hosting
verb unless they are focused. The same rule applies to most of the short adverbs enumerated above.
They tend to immediately follow the verb and only occur in the preverbal field when they are fo -

28 As one of the reviewers remarked, there is an exception to this rule: the directive he does come between the two
components of a construct phrase, e.g. ָוּאֵלה בֵּית ת בְ  “to the house of Bethuel” (Gen 28:2).

29 Note that the breaking up of composite verbs (“tmesis”) may happen for other reasons too, and is less shocking in
Greek than in some other languages with composite verbs.

30 See Thomas 2009; Werle 2009: 294–305.
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cused.  However,  one of  the adverbs may occasionally drift further to the left.  Fascinatingly,  this
movement can sometimes be observed in the textual history.

As was pointed out above, one of the adverbs that behaves similarly to suffixed particles with re -
gard to word order is עוֹד “still.”31 While the normal position of adverbial phrases is after the subject
and the direct object, עוֹד may jump ahead of those constituents and immediately follow the verb:

2 Sam 6:1
יֹּסֶף  וַ רָאֵלעוֹד יִשְׂ וּר בְּ ח וִד אֶת־כָּל־בָּ  דָּ

David again gathered all the chosen men of Israel.32

As with suffixed particles, this leftward movement is not obligatory.33 Moreover, a number of vari-
ant readings show that, in some instances, the position of the adverb immediately after the verb is
secondary. Note the following divergences between the Masoretic Text (MT) and the Samaritan Pen-
tateuch (SP):

Deut 34:10 MT
ם נָבִיא  שֶׁהעוֹדוְלֹא־קָ  מֹ רָאֵל כְּ יִשְׂ  בְּ

Deut 34:10 SP
 נביא בישראל כמשהעודולא קם 

Never since has there arisen a prophet in Israel like Moses.

Gen 9:11 MT
ר  שָׂ וּלעוֹדוְלֹא־יִכָּרֵת כָּל־בָּ מַּבּ מֵּי הַ  מִ

Gen 9:11 SP
כל בשר ממי המבלעוד ולא יכרת 

Never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood.

Gen 35:10 MT
ךָ  מְ שִׁ רֵא  ב עוֹדלֹא־יִקָּ קֹ יַעֲ

Gen 35:10 SP
 שמך יעקבעודלא יקרא 

No longer shall you be called Jacob.

It is generally admitted that the Samaritan text on the whole reflects a later type of Hebrew than
the MT (see e.g. Florentin 2016). These examples confirm this view. They also show that the notion of
“leftward movement” is not a mere figure of speech. At least in the verses quoted, there really was a
stage where the adverb occurred in the position to which the syntax would assign it; from there it
moved closer to the verb in a later stage.

Note also the following examples:

1 Kgs 10:5
הּ  יָה בָ וּחַעוֹדוְלֹא־הָ  ר

2 Chron 9:4
יָה  וּחַעוֹדוְלֹא־הָ הּ ר  בָּ

There was no more spirit in her.

31 For this adverb, see Mastey 2020. Mastey does not refer to the placement rules discussed in the present paper.
32 See also Gen 30:19.
33 See the examples below in section 3.4.
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2 Sam 5:13 4QSam
בנים ובנותעוד ]ויולד[ו לדויד 

2 Sam 5:13 MT
וּ  ד וָּלְ יִּ וַ נוֹתעוֹד  וּבָ נִים  וִד בָּ  דָ לְ

And more sons and daughters were born to David.

Isa 62:8 MT 
גָנֵךְ  תֵּן אֶת־דְּ יִךְעוֹדאִם־אֶ יְבַ אֹ כָל לְ  מַאֲ

Isa 62:8 1QIsaa

 דגנך מאכל לאוביךעודאמ אתן 
I will not again give your grain to be food for your enemies.

Chronicles is later than Kings, the MT of Samuel is often secondary to the text of the scrolls from
Qumran, and the language of the great Isaiah scroll reflects a later stage than the MT. All these exam -
ples show that, in the history of the Hebrew language, there was a tendency to bring the adverb עוֹד
closer to the head of the clause. Additional examples of this tendency will be reviewed below.

It is difficult to say why such variants are attested with עוֹד but not with suffixed particles or other
adverbs. Perhaps the tendency to position עוֹד just after the verb developed later than that of the other
items.

Above and beyond the leftward movement of עוֹד in the examples examined so far, this adverb il-
lustrates an additional phenomenon. With verbs governing an infinitive clause, the adverb may be
positioned in the complement clause:

1 Sam 3:6
רֹא  יֹּסֶף יְהוָה קְ וַ וּאֵלעוֹד מ  שְׁ

The LORD called again, “Samuel!”34

More often, however, the adverb is attached to the main verb:

Num 22:15
יֹּסֶף  וַ דִים מֵאֵלֶּהעוֹד בָּ רִים רַבִּים וְנִכְ חַ שָׂ לֹ לָק שְׁ  בָּ

Once again Balak sent officials, more numerous and more distinguished than these.35

Most of the relevant cases are with the verb יסף “to add, to continue,” but the phenomenon also
occurs with יכל “to be able”: 

2 Sam 12:23
יבוֹ  שִׁ  וּכַל לַהֲ עוֹדהַא

Can I bring him back again?36

Exod 2:3
ה  לָ פִינוֹעוֹדוְלֹא־יָכְ צְּ  הַ

She could hide him no longer37

Other verbs governing an infinitive clause do not exhibit the same variety, perhaps simply be-
cause the Biblical Hebrew corpus is rather small.38

34 See also Gen 8:21; Deut 19:20; Jer 31:12; Zeph 3:11; Psalm 77:8.
35 See also Gen 18:29; 37:5, 8; 38:26; Exod 10:29; Num 32:15; Deut 28:68; Judg 9:37; 11:14; 1 Sam 7:13; 23:4; 2 Sam 2:22;

2 Kgs 6:23.
36 See also Jer 19:11.
37 See also Deut 31:2; Judg 2:14; 2 Sam 3:11.
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At first sight, one might be tempted to see two distinct constructions here: one (a) in which the
adverb qualifies the main verb, and one (b) in which it qualifies the infinitive clause. Schematically:

a) He still continued/was able to do X
b) He continued/was able to still do X

However, the semantics of the examples do not favor this analysis.39 The force of the adverb, even
when it figures in the main clause, falls on the infinitive: Balak sends princes again, after the first del -
egation was unsuccessful; and after three months, Jochebed is unable to hide her baby. The semantics
of the two patterns are similar if not identical. This is confirmed by a few instances of textual varia -
tion between the MT and the Samaritan Pentateuch:

Gen 8:21
קַלֵּל  סִף לְ דָםעוֹדלֹא־אֹ אָ וּר הָ ב ה בַּעֲ דָמָ אֲ  אֶת־הָ

 לקלל את האדמה בעבור האדםעודלא אוסיף 
I will never again curse the ground because of humankind

Gen 35:10
ךָ  מְ שִׁ רֵא  בעוֹדלֹא־יִקָּ קֹ יַעֲ  

 שמך יעקבעודלא יקרא 
No longer shall you be called Jacob.40

In terms of textual history, these cases are similar to the ones presented above: the witness that is
known to use a later type of Hebrew (SP) places the adverb earlier in the sentence than the witness
that uses an earlier type of Hebrew (MT).  Thus, the variants show that the difference between the
two patterns is at least partly a matter of language evolution. In an earlier period, the adverb was
more often positioned in the infinitive clause, but as the language evolved, it became more common
to position the adverb in the main clause. In other words, this is another instance of leftward move-
ment.

In one respect, however, these examples differ essentially from the earlier ones. In Deut 34:10, a
short element moved up within the confines of the clause; in Gen 8:21 it migrates out of its clause
into a different one. This process is similar to the “clitic climbing” known from Romance and Slavic
languages, in which a pronominal argument moves from an infinitive clause to the verb governing
this infinitive:41

Gianni vuole comprarlo
“Gianni wants to buy it”

Gianni lo vuole comprare
idem

38 See 2 Sam 10:19 (ירא “to fear”); Eccl 4:13 (ידע “to know”); 1 Chron 19:19 (אבה “to want”), all with עוד in the infini-
tive clause. In a comment on Gen 24:20 אֹב אֵר לִשְׁ רָץ עוֹד אֶל־הַבְּ תָּ וַ , “she ran again to the well to draw,” Samuel David
Luzzatto (Shadal) notes that Rebekah had not yet run, but had drawn water. So the adverb likely pertained to the
infinitive and should more correctly have been placed after it. This would be the only case of “clitic climbing”
with an infinitive expressing purpose. For Luzzatto’s comment, see https://mg.alhatorah.org.

39 Note however that in some cases עוד יסף +  is used in reference to a third iteration: Gen 18:29 “Again he spoke to
him,” i.e. for the third time. See also Gen 38:5, where the repeated process is expressed in a main clause (see above,
note 36).

40 See also Deut 19:20.
41 See Luraghi 2013: 175–176. There is a vast amount of literature on clitic climbing in various Romance and Slavic

languages. 
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Both utterances are correct in Italian. In the second, lo, which is the direct object of comprare, has
moved out of its proper domain and attaches, as a proclitic, to the main verb. More rarely, this type of
movement has been observed with adverbs, such as y “there” and en “from there” in French (see e.g.
Cinque 2002).

In modern linguistics,  clitic climbing is often interpreted as an indication of “restructuring,” a
process by which the main verb and the infinitive dependent on it came to be viewed as a single ver -
bal predication.42 This is an interesting approach.43 But the phenomenon should not be viewed in iso-
lation from the broader phenomenon of leftward movement of pronouns and particles as documented
by Wackernagel. As Wackernagel (1892: 335–336, 342, 343, 358 and 397) noted, the leftward move-
ment of enclitics in Greek sometimes involves their migrating from their own domain to a sub- or su-
perordinate clause preceding it:

Iliad 22, 347
χαίρει δέ μιν ὅς τις ἐθείρῃ
And glad is he that tills it (the orchard dried by the North Wind).

Accusative μιν “it” is not governed by the initial verb, which would have required the dative, but
by the verb of the relative clause that follows it. Its expected position would be somewhere after the
relative pronoun ὅς “he who.”

Plato, Timaeus 26 B
ἐγὼ γὰρ ἃ μὲν χθὲς ἤκουσα, οὐκ ἂν οἶδ᾽ εἰ δυναίμην ἅπαντα ἐν μνήμῃ πάλιν λαβεῖν
For myself, I know not whether I could recall to mind all that I heard yesterday.

The conditional particle pertains to the oblique clause governed by the verb “to know,” but it has
moved out of its domain and attached itself to the first word of the main clause.44

In a less spectacular way, the movement of discussed in the present section, illustrates the ,עוֹד 
same process. On its way to the head of the sentence, the clitic shows little respect for syntactic divi -
sions and appears to obey a higher force. It moves out of its own syntactic domain and into a domain
where it does not naturally belong.

A final observation on the position of עוֹד will lead us to the next case study. When the verb יסף
expresses continuation or repetition, the process that is continued or repeated is occasionally ex-
pressed not by an infinitive clause, but by an independent main clause:

Gen 25:1
וַ יֹּסֶף  וַ ם  רָהָ קַּח אַבְ יִּ וּרָה ט הּ קְ מָ וּשְׁ ה  שָּׁ אִ

Abraham took another wife, whose name was Keturah.45

The first clause in this verse is semantically deficient (“Abraham continued” needs to be comple-
mented with information about what the continuation involved), but grammatically it forms a com-
plete and independent sentence. The semantic complement is expressed in the next main clause.

When the adverb עוֹד is added to such a bi-clausal complex, it always comes in the first clause:

Judg 11:14
יּוֹסֶף  וַ וֹןעוֹד נֵי עַמּ כִים אֶל־מֶלֶךְ בְּ אָ לַח מַלְ יִּשְׁ וַ ח  תָּ   יִפְ

Once again Jephthah sent messengers to the king of the Ammonites.46

42 For ancient Greek, the argument is made in Goldstein 2016, 261.
43 However, it is not universally recognized by specialists in languages that exhibit clitic climbing. See notably Kulik

2021.
44 The words preceding οὐκ ἄν are extraposed.
45 See also 1 Sam 19:21; Job 36:1; Esth 8:3; Dan 10:18.
46 See also 2 Sam 18:22; 1 Chron 14:13. In Gen 38:5, יסף עוד may be used in the meaning “to do a third time”; cf. n. 39

above.
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As in the cases with a יסף + infinitive clause, the meaning of the adverb actually applies to the sec-
ond verb: Jephthah did not “continue (or repeat) again,” but “send messengers again.” The expected
position of עוֹד is in the second clause. Its presence in the first clause can be explained in the same
way as in the יסף + infinitive constructions examined above. To all appearances, עוֹד has moved to the
left.47

Wackernagel  does not  record cases  of  migration from one main clause to another in ancient
Greek. All his instances of clitic migration occur within the confines of the sentence. I am not aware
of other languages where migration between independent clauses has been observed, though this
may be due to ignorance on my part. The few examples that can be found in BH are open to different
interpretations. Nevertheless, on a theoretical level, there is no reason to think that BH could not
contribute original material to a cross-linguistic typology of “second-position” items.

In the next case study, we will again find instances of a short item, נָא “pray,” ostensibly migrating
from its host clause to the preceding one.

2.3 “Clitic repetition”: נָא “pray” 

The particle נָא is one of very few BH words that can only occur after another word; it is a “special
clitic.” It possibly originated as a verbal affix in a cognate of Arabic “energic” forms (yaqtulanna).48

The particle’s meaning in BH has been hotly debated. Most scholars hold that it nuances volitional
utterances in some way and notably expresses shades of politeness (Shulman 1999). Others prefer to
give it an inferential meaning (Fassberg 1994). The first approach is probably closer to the mark. The
vast majority of occurrences of the particle are with volitive forms: imperative, cohortative, jussive.
Consequently, several scholars have argued that its meaning is close to that of English “please.” How-
ever, the existence of a small group of clauses where נָא combines with the cohortative to express a
deliberative meaning makes this unlikely.49 A better solution is to suppose that underscores the נָא 
speaker-centeredness of the utterance. In requests, it adds a notion of personal appeal: “Do it for me.”
Deliberative statements like that of Moses in Exod 3:3 are naturally speaker-centered. Jeremiah’s pe-
culiar use of the cry אוֹי־נָא לִי “woe to me” (Jer 4:31; 45:3; cf. Lam 5:16) also agrees with this function.

As a post-positive particle nuancing volitional statements, the natural place of נָא is immediately
after the verb:

Gen 12:13
רִי־נָ תְּאָאִמְ  תִי אָ חֹ  אֲ

Say you are my sister.

Gen 33:15
צִּיגָה־ תִּינָּאאַ שֶׁר אִ  ם אֲ עָ ךָ מִן־הָ  עִמְּ

Let me leave with you some of the people who are with me.

Gen 40:14
־ יתָ שִׂ  ךְ וְעָ שֶׁר יִיטַב לָ  ךָ כַּאֲ תְּ תַּנִי אִ  הנָּאכִּי אִם־זְכַרְ עֹ פַּרְ תַּנִי אֶל־  סֶד וְהִזְכַּרְ דִי חָ מָּ  עִ

But remember me when it is well with you; please do me the kindness to make mention of me to
Pharaoh.

This is the only instance of נָא following weqatal.

47 Cf. above n. 36.
48 This etymology is not entirely certain, due to the Aramaic cognate (נא), which is attested not only in Jewish Ara-

maic, but also in Syriac. 
49 Moses, upon seeing the burning bush, says: “Let me turn aside (רָה־נָּא סֻ .and look at this great sight” (Exod 3:3) (אָ
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The verb and the particle are welded together. The only item that can come between them is a
personal suffix:

Gen 24:43
קִי כַּדֵּךְנִיהַשְׁ עַט־מַיִם מִ ־נָא מְ

Please give me a little water from your jar to drink

Suffixed particles and short adverbs follow נָא:

2 Sam 13:26
חִי נוֹן אָ וּ אַמְ נ תָּ יֵלֶךְ־נָא אִ

Please let my brother Amnon go with us.

Although the suffixed particle moved in front of the subject, it was positioned after the unit con-
sisting of the jussive verb and the particle 50.נָא

The particle נָא does not always follow its verb, however. When a volitive form is negated, it may
be attached to the verbal form, as expected, but this occurs only once:

Judg 19:23
וּ  רֵע תָּ זֶּה אַל־בֵּיתִינָאאַל־אַחַי אַל־ אִישׁ הַ א הָ שֶׁר־בָּ  רֵי אֲ  אַחֲ

No, my brothers, do not act so wickedly, since this man is my guest.

In all other cases the particle comes between the negation and the volitive form:

Gen 18:3
דֶּךָנָאאַל־ ר מֵעַל עַבְ בֹ  תַעֲ

Do not pass by your servant.51

To all appearances, the word order reflects a move to the left of the modal particle. This is surpris -
ing in light of what was pointed out above, namely that “second position” items do not usually move
up before the verb.52 In fact, the syntax of נָא in negated clauses is surprising for yet another reason. In
BH, the negation and the verbal form it governs make up a tight prosodic unit that cannot normally
be split up.53 In other words, we are looking at an additional case of “host-splitting” (see 2.1).

Apart from the cases where נָא is closely associated with a verbal form, the particle is found with
other particles (אוֹי “woe,” יֵּה הִנֵּה behold”) and once with a noun. The cases with“ הִנֵּה ”,if“ אִם ”,where“ אַ
and אִם merit close attention.

2.3.1 נֵּה with נָא  הִ

As a presentative particle that attracts attention to an item, a person, a process or a circumstance, הִנֵּה
occurs with 26 נָא  times. In practically all instances, this combination occurs in a context that formu-
lates a request.54

Let us first look at examples where הִנֵּה נָא is not followed by other instances of נָא:

50 Other examples with suffixed particles: Gen 40:14; Judg 14:12; 1 Sam 9:3; 16:17; 30:7; 1 Kgs 17:11; 2 Kgs 4:22; 5:22;
8:4; Jer 21:2; with ה מָּ  יּוֹם Gen 19:20; with : שָ 1:  כַּ  Kgs 22:5; with עוֹד : Judg 13:8.

51 See also Gen 13:8; 18:30, 32; 19:7; 47:29; Num 10:31; 12:11, 12; 22:16; Judg 6:18.
52 In negated clauses, the only other item that jumps ahead of the verb is the particle and this happens only ,עוֹד 

once: Job 20:9 קוֹמוֹ וְלֹא־עוֹד וּ מְ וּרֶנּ  שׁ תְּ  “their place will not behold them any longer.” The token may be evidence of an
incipient development, but it is problematic to build a case on a single occurrence. Note that the book of Job con -
tains all sorts of oddities.

53 For some apparent exceptions, see Rey 2015: 160–174. 
54 A הִנֵּה clause introducing a request does not require the particle נָא; see e.g. Gen 42:2; Judg 20:7; 1 Kgs 15:19.
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2 Sam 14:21 
לוֹםאָהִנֵּה־נָ שָׁ שֵׁב אֶת־הַנַּעַר אֶת־אַבְ  זֶּה וְלֵךְ הָ ר הַ יתִי אֶת־הַדָּבָ שִׂ   עָ

Very well, I grant this; go, bring back the young man Absalom.55

The two clauses are closely paired. David’s agreement to be reconciled with Absalom provides the
grounds for the request to bring Absalom to him. Because the הִנֵּה clause does not formulate a modal
(deontic) statement, while the following imperatives do, it is surprising to find נָא in the first clause
but not in the second; one might have expected the reverse.56

The tendency of short elements to move to the left suggests that, here too, the particle was dis-
placed. As in infinitive clauses with עוֹד, the particle has left its own domain and moved up before the
word it qualifies. As in the handful of cases of יסף followed by a main clause, the item has migrated
from one independent clause to another.

More often, the particle occurs both in the הִנֵּה clause and in the following volitive clause:

Gen 16:2
רַנִי יְהוָה מִלֶּדֶת בֹּא־נָאהִנֵּה־ צָ מֶּנָּהנָא עֲ נֶה מִ בָּ וּלַי אִ תִי א חָ פְ שִׁ  אֶל־

You see that the LORD has prevented me from bearing children; go in to my slave-girl; it may be that I
shall obtain children by her.57

Again, the nature of the first clause is clear: it states an indisputable fact. The request comes in the
second clause. The presence of נָא in the second clause is readily understood, but why does it figure in
the preceding motivation as well? An answer to this question will be proposed after a similar set of
examples with a different particle have been presented.

2.3.2 אִם with נָא

The particle נָא is found attached to the conditional particle אִם nine times,58 all of them in the well-
known politeness formula “if I have found favor in your eyes.” The constellations in which this for-
mula occurs are similar to those of הִנֵּה נָא. The politeness formula is closely linked to a request. The
request following אִם נָא may lack the particle:

1 Sam 27:5 
דֶהנָאאִם־ שָּׂ רֵי הַ אַחַת עָ קוֹם בְּ וּ־לִי מָ נ תְּ עֵינֶיךָ יִ אתִי חֵן בְּ צָ  מָ

If I have found favor in your sight, let a place be given me in one of the country towns.59

As in 2 Sam 14:21, quoted above, it is surprising to find נָא in the first clause, which does not ex-
press a request, but not in the second, which does; one would have expected the reverse. 60 The same
explanation suggests itself: the particle has moved out of its domain and attached itself to the first
word of the preceding clause. A minor difference is that the conditional clause is syntactically subor-
dinate to the following request.

More often, the particle occurs in both the politeness formula and the following volitive clause:

Exod 34:9
יֵלֶךְ־נָאאִם־ נָי  דֹ עֵינֶיךָ אֲ אתִי חֵן בְּ צָ וּנָא מָ בֵּנ קִרְ נָי בְּ דֹ  אֲ

If now I have found favor in your sight, O Lord, I pray, let the Lord go with us.61

55 See also 1 Sam 9:6.
56 As in Judg 19:24; 2 Sam 24:17.
57 See also Gen 19:2, 8, 20; Judg 13:3–4; 19:9; 1 Sam 16:15–16; 2 Sam 13:24; 1 Kgs 20:31.
58 Since אם is otherwise immediately followed by the verb, this may be another case of “host splitting.”
59 See also Gen 33:10; Judg 6:17, where the request is expressed with weqatal.
60 As in 1 Sam 20:9. The same syntax is found in Esth 5:8; 7:3; 8:5, but it should be noted that נָא never occurs follow-

ing a particle in Late BH.
61 Other cases include Gen 18:3; 47:29; 50:4; Exod 33:13.
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These cases of repeated נָא with אִם raise the same question as the above cases with הִנֵּה. While the
presence of the particle in the second clause stands to reason, it looks out of place in the first clause.
“If I have found favor in your eyes” is not a request.

On this point, Wackernagel’s study again offers an illuminating parallel.  After having dealt at
length with the placement rules of enclitic pronouns, Wackernagel discusses a small number of ad-
verbs and particles exhibiting similar tendencies. He notably devotes 25 pages to the position of the
conditional particle ἄν (Wackernagel 1892: 377–402) and demonstrates that, although it is not re-
garded as an enclitic in Greek grammar, it shows strong similarity to enclitic pronouns in the posi-
tions it occupies. In innumerable instances, it appears close to the beginning of its sentence, far away
from the modal verb it qualifies. Like the pronominal forms, it can break up compact units (Wacker-
nagel 1892: 397).62 And like them, it can leave its own syntactic domain and migrate to a preceding
clause.63

A phenomenon noted with ἄν that is in contradistinction to the behavior of enclitic pronouns is
that it may be repeated. Having moved to the left, at some distance from its proper domain, it is felt
to be missing near the verb it modifies, and is used a second time:64

Demosthenes, 59, 70
ἔφη… καὶ ἄλλους ἐπαγωγοὺς λόγους, οὓς ἄν τις δεόμενος ἐκ πονηρῶν πραγμάτων εἴποι ἄν.
He added other words calculated to arouse compassion, such as anyone entreating to get out of a nasty
mess might use.

The use of ἄν after οὓς “which (words)” can be accounted for if we suppose it has moved from the
optative to the head of the relative clause. The second ἄν, near the optative, repeats the first one,
whose force is spent by now.

Sophocles, Electra 333–334
ἀλγῶ 'πὶ τοῖς παροῦσιν: ὥστ᾽ ἄν, εἰ σθένος λάβοιμι, δηλώσαιμ᾽ ἂν οἷ᾽ αὐτοῖς φρονῶ.
I am saddened by our present circumstances; indeed so much so that, could I find the strength, I would
bare my feelings towards them.

Wackernagel’s explanation of the repetition of ἄν would seem to fit the double use of נָא in BH.
Originally located after the volitive form in the second of two clauses, נָא has moved to the head of the
preceding clause and attached itself to the initial particle (הִנֵּה or אִם). Having done so, it seemed to be
missing in the second clause and was added there as well.65

This explanation, though speculative, is more powerful than earlier explanations arguing either
that נָא lent a volitive nuance to the preceding particle, or that the first נָא anticipates the second one
(Joüon, Muraoka 2006: §105c). If it were not for the tendency of short words to move to the left, the
presence of נָא in the first clause would be hard to understand. Presentative הִנֵּה  does not introduce
volitional utterances,66 but instead presents facts that are plain to see or otherwise are well known.
Conditional אִם is modal, but only epistemically so; the reality of the conditional clause does not de-
pend on the will of the speaker, but on the way things will turn out. The presence of a precative ele -
ment in הִנֵּה and אִם clauses is surprising, unless the near context is taken into account.

Admittedly, in a number of cases, the composite particles are not followed by a request. These are
cases of aposiopesis, where the request is left unsaid for rhetorical reasons:

62 Wackernagel, “Gesetz,” 397.
63 See section 2.2.
64 Wackernagel 1892: 390–394, 399. For a more complicated explanation of the repeated ἄν, see Goldstein 2012.
65 Clitic repetition is rarer than clitic climbing, but it is found in other languages, e.g. Piedmontese dialects (pro-

nouns, Tortora 2014) and Berber (pronouns and ventive marker, Gutova no date).
66 More precisely, it does not do so in classical BH. See, however, the remark on Job below.
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2 Kgs 2:19
כָּלֶתהִנֵּה־נָא שַׁ  רֶץ מְ אָ מַּיִם רָעִים וְהָ אֶה וְהַ נִי רֹ דֹ שֶׁר אֲ  עִיר טוֹב כַּאֲ שַׁב הָ  מוֹ

The location of this city is good, as my lord sees; but the water is bad, and the land is unfruitful.67

Although the unspoken request is clear – to do something about the bad water – there is no ex-
plicit volitional statement that might have hosted נָא and from which it could migrate leftward. Cases
like this show that, over time, -became conventional in contexts where they intro אִם נָא and הִנֵּה נָא 
duced requests.

Four cases of ;in Job cannot be explained along the lines laid out above (Job 13:18; 33:2 הִנֵּה נָא 
40:15, 16). In none of these passages does the הִנֵּה clause motivate an upcoming request. Instead, הִנֵּה נָא
itself appears to formulate a request: “Please look.” In two passages, it is paired with the request:
“Please listen” (Job 13:18; 33:2). To all appearances, the phrase has been emancipated. From function-
ing as the first part of a two-part utterance, it has taken on a life of its own.

2.3.3 Additional cases with נָא

Two atypical cases remain. They illustrate interesting phenomena but, being unique, they cannot es-
tablish norms.

Gen 24:42
ךָ־ יֶשְׁ ם אִם־ רָהָ נִי אַבְ דֹ הֵי אֲ לֶיהָנָּאאֱלֹ לֵךְ עָ נֹכִי הֹ שֶׁר אָ  כִּי אֲ לִיחַ דַּרְ  מַצְ

O Lord, the God of my master Abraham, if now you will make successful the way I am going!

The analysis is similar to that of the clauses with discussed above. The precative particle אִם נָא 
does not belong in the conditional protasis, but has migrated there from the request formulated in
verses 43–44: “let the young woman who comes out to draw, to whom I shall say, ‘Please give me a
little water from your jar to drink’, and who will say to me, ‘Drink, and I will draw for your camels
also’ – let her be the woman whom the LORD has appointed for my master’s son.”

What is unique in the present passage is that אִם is followed by a predicative participle with pre-
posed ׁיֵש  + suffix.68 The precative particle comes between ׁיֵש  + suffix and the verbal form. The order-
ing of short post-positive elements is a problem that cannot be exhaustively discussed in the present
paper and therefore must be left for future research. As a working hypothesis, one could propose that
is in second position just as much as σφωε is in Iliad 1:8, with the preceding elements making up a נָא
single prosodic word.

Num 12:13
פָא נָאאֵל  הּנָא רְ  לָ

O God, please heal her.

This is the only example in BH where נָא is attached to a noun. The analysis is the same as for the
other cases of reduplication: the first נָא has migrated to the left from the imperative clause, and a sec-
ond נָא has then been added to the imperative where it was felt to be missing.

3 Theoretical reflections
The phenomena described in the present paper may seem confusing. In thinking about them, it will
help to distinguish between three different sets of factors shaping word order in Biblical Hebrew. Or
perhaps, because in each case the outcome of these factors is a single chain of words, it is better to
speak of three different levels of analysis: syntax, discourse analysis, and prosody. In discussing these
levels, I will move from what is relatively well understood to what is relatively less so.

67 See also Gen 18:27, 31, and with אִם נָא, Gen 30:27.
68 For this construction, see Joosten 2012: 251.
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3.1 Syntax

The first level is syntax in the restricted sense of sentence structure. In verbal clauses with a lexical-
ized subject and direct object, the default order in BH is VSO.69 Additional objects and adjuncts (X, Y,
Z) follow the object. The preverbal field is for topicalized (T) or focalized (F) elements. 70 A basic grid
that underlies a large number of utterances can be visualized as follows:

(T) (F) V S O X (Y, Z)

BH word order is not rigid, but it is fairly constant – sufficiently so to be of help in assigning syn-
tactic roles. On the face of it, the usual position of suffixed particles and short adverbs disturbs the
basic grid: instead of VSOX, the order is VXSO. (If the particle is the accusative marker, the order
changes from VSO to VOS.) Other forms of leftward movement more openly clash with the rules of
syntax:

• the migration of עוֹד out of its infinitive clause into the main clause (2.2);
• the movement of נָא from the request proper to a preceding clause that motivates the request

(2.3).
• The position of short items between an infinitive construct and its subject (case study 1), or

between the negation and the verbal form it negates (2.3), clash with syntactic rules on the
sub-clausal level.

On the level of syntax, these phenomena look irregular. Although there is no reason to suspect
any of these patterns – all  of which are well-attested in a variety of texts – of being “not well-
formed,” some amount of disharmony must be admitted. Two remarks will support this judgment.

First, in one of the above case studies, we observed a case of “syntactic repair.” In complex re -
quests consisting of a volitive statement preceded by presentative clause or a politeness formula, the
precative particle נָא may move to the left, out of the volitive’s domain and into the preceding clause.
In many cases, this movement is compensated for by the reinstatement of the particle close to the
volitive verbal form. The first נָא is still somewhat anomalous in terms of clause structure, but at least
the second clause now conforms to what can be expected in terms of syntax. If this description is ac -
curate, it shows that the placement rules of certain particles were felt to be irregular by users of the
Hebrew language themselves. The repair occurred because something was amiss.

The second remark is more complex. When the adverb עוֹד moves from an infinitive clause to the
main clause, the sentence structure is disturbed. Arguably, however, the resulting construction may
involve what linguists of Romance languages have described as “restructuring,” where the main verb
and the infinitive depending on it are viewed as a single verbal predication. This would partly justify
the position of the adverb in a clause like רִים חַ שָׂ לֹ ק שְׁ לָ יֹּסֶף עוֹד בָּ וַ  (Num 22:15). If we view ַח לֹ יֹּסֶף ... שְׁ וַ
“he continued to send” as a single, though discontinuous, verbal predicate, then עוֹד is located in the
right clause. To my knowledge, no Hebrew grammarian has argued for the “restructuring” hypothe-
sis, and the material may be too scant to build a solid case. But on a theoretical level, at least, the pos -
sibility that “restructuring” has occurred shows how syntax can recover some of its own authority
after being disturbed by other factors.

69 Not all Hebraists agree on this point. For arguments pro and con, see Joosten 2012: 356–362.
70 Khan and Van Der Merwe (2020) argue that the SV word order is also used in “thetic” clauses. This is an interest -

ing proposal, but it remains to be seen whether it will win over a majority of Hebraists. Many of the clauses they
quote as examples of this new clause-type can be interpreted as subordinate (circumstantial) clauses.
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In conclusion, syntax certainly interacts with the leftward movement discussed in this paper. But
the movement itself hardly stems from syntactic forces. To explain why it occurs, a different perspec-
tive is necessary.

3.2 Discourse analysis

The second level is that of discourse analysis. As was pointed out above, the items that typically
move to the left in the sentence are instrumental in stitching clauses and sentences into a coherent
text. The suffixed particles serve in tracking participants in the discursive world – who does what, to
whom, for whose sake. The adverbs ensure continuity of place, time and theme. While the semantic
load and “newness value” of all these items are typically rather low, they facilitate communication by
providing redundant reference to the terms of the discourse. The particle נָא arguably lends a modal
nuance to a stretch of text.

None of these items are “discourse markers” in the way that Greek δέ “but, and” or οὖν “there-
fore” are. The primary locus of the Hebrew items is the clause in which they figure. They neverthe -
less contribute to the coherence of a text on a macro-syntactic level. If these items systematically oc-
cur in a well-defined position in the sentence –  in casu  following the verb as closely as possible –
they will aid the hearer (and reader) in navigating the discourse. This advantage may well have out -
weighed the slight disorder on the level of clause structure. Moreover, in a set of two clauses, the
movement of an item from the second to the first clause would be unproblematic on the discourse
level, where clauses are mere parts of a greater whole.

Thus the discourse perspective is much more powerful than sentence syntax to provide an expla-
nation of the placement rules studied in this paper. Nevertheless, discourse analysis cannot explain
everything that happens to our short items. In particular, it cannot account for cases of “host split -
ting,” such as when the precative particle moves up between the negation and the jussive (2.3), or a
suffixed particle or short adverb comes between an infinitive and the noun with which it forms a con-
struct phrase (2.1). It seems that there is yet another factor affecting BH word order.

3.3 Prosody

On this point, Wackernagel’s study holds a final important lesson for our investigation of BH word
order.  His  article  mainly  comprises  lists  of  examples  of  passages  with  second-position  items  in
Homer and other Greek texts. Theoretical reflections and discussions of earlier literature on the topic
are kept to a minimum. The main value of Wackernagel’s study lies not in its theoretical contribu-
tions, but in its consistent tabulation of data that, in all their diversity, point to a single phenomenon,
namely the tendency of certain words to gravitate leftward. He nevertheless makes it  very clear
which explanation of the phenomenon he prefers. Being certain that sentence syntax is not the an-
swer, and explicitly rejecting the explanation based on what we would call “discourse analysis,” 71 he
points instead to the enclitic nature of the second-position items. The items move to the left of the
sentence because they are unaccented. In several passages in his study he speaks of the Drang – the
“urge” or “drive” – of enclitic pronouns and particles to reach the beginning of the sentence (Wacker-
nagel 1892: 336, 367, 374). This drive is what pushes them out of their natural environment into do-
mains where they did not originally belong, and that sometimes even causes them to split up their
new hosts to get even closer to the left edge of the sentence.

71 Wackernagel 1892: 366–367. Wackernagel refers to Bergaigne (1877: 177–178) who had argued that second posi-
tion pronouns are located close to the beginning of the sentence in order to underscore the link with the preced -
ing sentence.
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With his insistence on the “automatic” nature of this tendency, he points to an additional level of
analysis, distinct from sentence structure and discourse grammar, namely prosody. This would seem
to be a fruitful intuition.

Prosody is a relatively recent addition to the linguist’s toolbox.72 Even today, it is mostly con-
cerned  with  features  such  as  intonation,  stress,  tempo  and  rhythm,  which  are  conceived  of  as
“suprasegmentals” added to a text in speech. That prosody has a role in determining word order is
not admitted by all specialists. Nevertheless, anecdotal evidence suggests that it does. It has been ob-
served in many languages that in set pairs of words, such as “sons and daughters” the shorter word
tends to come first. Thus in Hebrew one typically says yom walayla “day and night,” but in Greek nux
kai hemera “night and day.”73 In the same vein, English heavy noun phrases have been observed to
move to the right to an extent that is uncommon with shorter noun phrases. While “I explained to
Bill the reinforcement resistance test” is acceptable, “I explained to Bill the test” is doubtful and “I ex-
plained to Bill it” is impossible (Büring 2013). Such tendencies suggest that prosodic factors do influ-
ence word order to some extent.

Some of the material gathered in the present paper favors the prosodic explanation. As was shown
above, longer or composite particles move to the left less often than short particles. This suggests that
their phonological shape plays a part in assigning them a position in the clause.

Additional confirmation that prosody is relevant to the leftward movement studied in this paper is
the occasional migration of a short item from one sentence to another. As was argued above, the
modal particle נָא may move from the volitive clause to which it belongs to a presentative clause pre-
ceding the request (2.3). Another instantiation of this phenomenon can be found in passages where
the adverb עוֹד moves from a narrative clause to the preceding clause (2.2). Sentence structure and dis-
course analysis cannot account for this interclausal movement, but prosody can. In recent research,
the highest, i.e. most complex, level in a hierarchy of  prosodic analysis is termed the “utterance.”74

Prosodic processes are said to operate within the confines of an utterance, but not beyond it. An ut -
terance is usually, but not always, co-extensive with a sentence. Notably, an utterance can comprise
two sentences if they are logically connected:

Turn up the heat. I’m freezing.

It has been observed that sandhi (in this case, “t-flapping”) can occur between the sentences in
such complex utterances (Dresher 1994: 15–16). The two constellations in which BH particles appear
to migrate from one main clause to another neatly fit this framework.

Syntax, discourse grammar and prosody all come into play when certain items are assigned to the
second position in their clause. Prosody pushes items to the left, but syntax restrains this tendency.
Discourse factors licence their location, close to the beginning of the clause.

3.4 A hypothesis

While prosody is almost certainly a factor, the precise mechanism by which clitics or other short
items are directed to their “second position” has not been definitively elucidated. 75 The riddle of “sec-
ond position” items actually consists of two questions: Why did these items move to the left? And
why did they not move all the way to the left, being stuck in peninitial position? 76 No one has been

72 A key publication was Selkirk 1972.
73 For Hebrew, see Friedman 1980.
74 The successive levels are as follows: utterance – intonational phrase – phonological phrase – phonological word;

see e.g. Dresher 1994: 8.
75 Many proposals have been made, but no consensus has emerged. See Halpern, Zwicky (eds.) 1996 and the review

of this book by Stump (1998).
76 Stump (1998: 512): “This is, in fact, two problems: first, why are 2P clitics positioned near the left periphery of

their domain, and second, why mustn’t they appear AT this periphery?”
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able to provide an answer to these questions that a majority of linguists accept. At the close of the
present paper, I will tentatively propose a new hypothesis.

As it happens, the BH data provide a hint as to a possible solution. As was noted above, the
postverbal position of suffixed particles and short adverbs is not obligatory. Even with a lexicalized
subject and object, the short item may come at the end, where basic clause syntax would normally as-
sign it:

Exod 13:19 
מוֹת יוֹסֵף  שֶׁה אֶת־עַצְ  קַּח מֹ יִּ וַ עִמּוֹ

And Moses took with him the bones of Joseph.77

The item may also come between S and O:

Exod 15:19
שֶׁב יְהוָה  יָּ וַ לֵהֶם יָּםעֲ  אֶת־מֵי הַ

the LORD brought back the waters of the sea upon them.78

Nevertheless, the statistically dominant order is VXSO, as stated above:

Num 16:19
הֵל  יַּקְ וַ לֵיהֶם עֵדָהעֲ רַח אֶת־כָּל־הָ  קֹ

Then Korah assembled the whole congregation against them.

It is tempting to interpret the various positions illustrated above as stages in a development lead-
ing from VSOX to the now normative VXSO word order. The handful of cases of textual variation
presented in section 2.2 provide empirical evidence in favor of this scenario.

Again, in sentences containing both the verb יסף “to add” and the adverb עוֹד, various positions are
attested for the adverb. It may come at the end of the sentence:

Deut 17:16
זֶּה  וּב בַּדֶּרֶךְ הַ  שׁ וּן לָ פ סִ עוֹדלֹא תֹ

You must never return that way again.79

Or it may follow the infinitive construct:

1 Sam 3:6
רֹא  יֹּסֶף יְהוָה קְ וַ וּאֵלעוֹד מ  שְׁ

The LORD called again, “Samuel!”80

It may climb to the main clause, where it may follow the subject:

2 Sam 7:20
וִד  יף דָּ יּוֹסִ דַבֵּר אֵלֶיךָעוֹדמַה־  לְ

And what more can David say to you?

However, it most often comes immediately after the main verb:

Num 22:15
יֹּסֶף  וַ דִים מֵאֵלֶּהעוֹד בָּ רִים רַבִּים וְנִכְ חַ שָׂ לֹ לָק שְׁ  בָּ

Once again Balak sent officials, more numerous and more distinguished than these.81

This last pattern differs the most from the pattern that would be predicted by normal syntax.
Therefore, the other instances may hail back to earlier templates, in which the adverb had not yet

77 Also Num 11:29; 1 Sam 20:33; 2 Sam 10:3.
78 Also Gen 29:24; 41:8; 43:16; Deut 9:10.
79 Also Gen 8:12; Deut 5:25; 1 Sam 18:29.
80 Also Gen 8:21 MT; Exod 14:13; Deut 19:20; 1 Sam 27:1; Zeph 3:11.
81 Also Judg 13:21 and many other passages.

ORIENTALIA SUECANA 2025. Vol. 74. 133



J. JOOSTEN WORD ORDER IN BIBLICAL HEBREW

completed its leftward journey. Once again, a small amount of textual evidence confirms this view
(2.2).

This evidence leads up to the new hypothesis: these data may show that not all short items in He-
brew were necessarily projected directly into their “second position.” Some may have arrived there
through an incremental process. The mechanism operating in each step of this process would be the
prosodic principle, by which short items typically precede longer ones. Since lexicalized subjects and
objects are usually longer than suffixed particles or short adverbs, over time, incremental drift would
lead many of them to approach the head of the clause or sentence.

Why, then, did the items mostly remain stuck in the post-verbal field? And why did none of them
ever drift to the head of the clause? The verbal form would also normally be longer than a suffixed
particle or a short adverb. So why did our items not switch places with the verb? For BH, the answer
is obvious: the preverbal field was reserved for distinct pragmatic functions that the short items in
question did not serve. This was not a prosodic constraint, but a syntactic one, with obvious implica -
tions for discourse. However, it was a strong enough constraint to block opposing prosodic forces.

4 Conclusion

This paper has investigated a variety of items – particles with pronominal suffixes, short adverbs, and
the enclitic particle נָא – that fulfill various syntactic roles. Some suffixed particles function as direct
or indirect objects; others, as well as some adverbs, are adjuncts. One, נָא, is a modal marker. These
items observe diverse placement rules, with some gravitating as close to the verb as possible and oth-
ers moving into the preverbal field, or even migrating to a preceding clause. Despite this variety,
these items arguably illustrate a single phenomenon: a tendency not to occur in their designated
place, but rather further to the left in the clause or sentence. It is therefore worthwhile to study them
as a family. Indeed, in addition to the leftward movement, more than one subset of items exhibits
other striking phenomena:

• The breaking up of syntagms to give short items a position as close to the head of the clause
as possible is found with suffixed particles and short adverbs (2.1), as well as with the modal
marker נָא in negated statements (2.3).

• The migration of an item from one clause to a preceding one is attested with (2 .2) עוֹד and נָא
(2.3) .

Typological data validate the unifying approach we have essayed. Ancient Greek, as documented
in Jacob Wackernagel’s classic study, provides precise formal parallels to many features of Biblical
Hebrew word order, as do other languages worldwide.

The potential  contribution of our study is twofold.  First,  the comparative and typological  ap-
proach allows for a more comprehensive description of BH syntax and a better understanding of par-
ticular features. Secondly, by demonstrating the relevance of prosody, the study opens up a relatively
new approach to questions of BH word order.
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