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BIBLICAL HEBREW v AND BIBLICAL ARAMAIC "R
FOLLOWED BY NON-VERBAL CLAUSES AS MARKERS
OF POLARITY CONTRAST®

ABSTRACT

In both Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic, there is a construction formed by the
existential marker followed by a non-verbal clause. This construction is used to mark
polarity contrasts, i.e., to contrast a non-negated sentence with its negated counterpart
or vice versa. If the subject of the non-verbal clause is a personal pronoun, this is
incorporated in the existential marker as a pronominal suffix, but the presence of such
a suffix is not an essential feature of the construction.

Martino Bastenio a discipulo grato dedicatum

1. INTRODUCTION

One of the many similarities between Biblical Hebrew and Biblical
Aramaic is the use of an existential marker “there is/are”, “is/are present”.
In Biblical Hebrew, this takes the form w? or “W?; in Biblical Aramaic, R, !
Most commonly, they are used in combination with a following indefinite
noun phrase and optionally a preposition phrase, as in the following two

examples.
Gen42:1a

VI3 13WY P 3pY KN
“And Jacob saw that there was grain in Egypt”

* The research for this paper was funded by a Research Foundation — Flanders
(FWO) Senior Postdoctoral Fellowship, project number 1231920N. I sincerely
thank the anonymous reviewers as well as Achim Miiller, Ohad Cohen, and the
other participants in an Academia.edu session on a draft of this paper for their
helpful comments. I am also grateful to Hilde Gunnink for pointing me towards
polarity contrast.

1 Although it is likely that both words are historically one and the same, their
reconstruction is fraught with formal difficulties. Brockelmann (1908:§253.B.c),
for instance, limits himself to listing the various forms, without suggesting a
reconstruction. Lipinski (1997:§49.23) reconstructs the proto-form as *y6,
apparently without a phonemic vowel.
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Dan 5:11aa

2PWTR PRoR M T TM0702 733 I
“There is a man in your kingdom with a spirit of holy gods in him?

The topic of this article is a construction, marginal in Biblical Hebrew and
relatively frequent in Biblical Aramaic, where the existential marker
appears to function as a copula linking a subject to a non-verbal predicate.’
Often, the subject is expressed as a pronominal suffix:

Gen 24:49a

"2 ITH1 FIRIR NRRY, TN DY DowrDR nnwy
“Now if you are going to treat my master faithfully and loyally, tell

29

me
Dan 2:26b

TAWEY IITT RPN MNP TING Y2 TR
“Are you able to tell me the dream that [ saw and its interpretation?”’

The meaning and function of the existential marker in this construction is
debated. Among the scholars who have written about it in recent decades,
Muraoka (1985:77-81) states that in Hebrew “these words emphatically
indicate the fact that a state of things or behaviour of a certain man or men
is actually as one wants or expects it to be, or as one thinks it should be”,
citing the similar explanation for Aramaic by Bauer and Leander
(1927:§81¢);* this interpretation is followed by Van der Merwe, Naudé and
Kroeze (2017:§43.3), who write that in these cases W “[a]ffirms the
presence or involvement of an identifiable entity in a situation”. Focusing
on the Aramaic construction, Gzella (2004:197) states that it can be used to
disambiguate between a ‘“here and now” present and a more general,
habitual or extratemporal present. Li (2009:83-85) argues that “the addition

2 The Biblical Aramaic quotations are given in the form encountered in the body
of manuscripts, i.e., following the consonantal text of the ketiv and the
vocalization of the gere. On the separate origin of these textual layers, now see

Suchard (2021).

3 For an overview of the literature on non-verbal clauses in Biblical Hebrew and
Semitic more generally, cf. Baasten (2006:40-120).

4 “Zur Hervorhebung der Tatsdchlichkeit der durch das Partizip ausgedriickten

Handlung steht 6fters davor *n'® mit Suffixe: '73:;) T R7 [sic] ‘bist du wirklich
imstande?” D 226, ‘wollt ihr wirklich meinen Gott nicht verehren (712°0"8 &Y
12)?° D 314”.
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of 'R to the active participle ... makes explicit the [present tense] temporal
reference of a participle, which would otherwise have to be inferred from
the context”. In a more recent restatement of his position, Muraoka
(2013:882) describes two constructions with ¥ that “highlight the veracity
of the action” (referring to several cases with a suffixed pronoun) or
otherwise draw attention to the reality of a statement (referring to some
cases with a definite noun phrase as the subject).

In this paper, I will argue that Muraoka’s explanation is on the right track
and also holds for Biblical Aramaic, pace Gzella and Li and in line with
Bauer and Leander. Employing a concept from pragmatics which will be
introduced in the next section, I will analyze this construction as marking
contrasts in polarity, i.e., the difference between negated and non-negated
sentences. The existential marker emphasizes the sentence’s truth value,
implicitly or explicitly contrasting it with its negation. After a theoretical
introduction, we will demarcate the syntactic constructions under
discussion, which seem to be completely parallel in Biblical Hebrew and
Biblical Aramaic. As I will argue, the existential marker that characterizes
these constructions has as its scope the entire following non-verbal clause
consisting of both the subject and predicate, not just the subject expressed
by the pronominal suffix we find in most cases — hence, the examples
placed into separate categories by Muraoka (2013) should be grouped
together. These Hebrew and Aramaic examples will then be examined in
turn. We will conclude by considering why this construction is so much
rarer in Biblical Hebrew than in Biblical Aramaic and how its identification
contributes to the typological discussion surrounding polarity contrast
marking.

2. POLARITY FOCUS/POLARITY CONTRAST

As I will argue, our construction marks what is commonly referred to in the
literature as polarity focus, a subtype of auxiliary focus (e.g., Hyman &
Watters 1984) or predication focus (e.g., Glildemann 2003). Alternative
terms include verum focus (e.g., Hohle 1992), veErum (Gutzmann,
Hartmann & Matthewson 2020), polarity emphasis (e.g., Breitbarth, De
Clercq & Haegeman 2013), and salient polarity (Mati¢ & Nikolaeva 2018).
Examples of English constructions with this function are given in (1-3)
below, where boldface indicates the most prominent sentential accent.

1. a. Speaker 1: I don t think Daniel wrote this.
b. Speaker 2: Daniel did write this.

2. a. Speaker 1: I'm not sure I should go.
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b. Speaker 2: If you do go, let me know.

3. a. Speaker 1: [ heard Susanna and you broke up. Did you?
b. Speaker 2: No, we didn’t!

Examples like these have mostly been treated as exhibiting focus on the
sentence’s inherent polarity. The truth value of Daniel wrote this and Daniel
did write this 1s the same; in this focus-based approach, the difference is
that the sentence’s positive polarity is the most important new information
in the latter case, contrasting it with sentences with different foci such as
Daniel wrote this, (not Ezra), Daniel wrote this, (he didnt dictate it), and
Daniel wrote this, (not something else). Gutzmann, Hartmann and
Matthewson (2020), however, make a strong case that what they call VERUM
is something other than focus. They adduce new examples of languages that
mark VERUM differently than focus, languages that cannot have multiple
foci in the same sentence but can combine focus and VERUM, and languages
that can have multiple foci in the same sentence but cannot combine focus
and VERUM. They also show that VERUM marking is optional in certain
conditions where focus marking is obligatory. Hence, they argue, VERUM
should not be seen as the sentence’s inherent polarity being focused, but
rather as the addition of a semantic VERUM element that is lacking in the
unmarked sentence. Mati¢ and Nikolaeva (2018) go even further, stating
that this kind of salient polarity is not explicitly marked in the sentence’s
grammar, but is inferred by the listener. The constructions that are normally
taken as expressing polarity focus or VERUM, in their view, have other
functions; they only result in salient polarity in certain contexts, whereas
the same sentence’s polarity may be made salient through various different
constructions, which argues against the fixed form-to-meaning relationship
that we might expect from a grammatical construction.

It 1s also debated what the exact semantic or pragmatic value of these
constructions is. Hyman and Watters (1984:237) use an adapted version of
Jackendoff’s (1972:230) definition of focus in general: in their version,
focus is “that information in an utterance which the speaker believes,
assumes, or knows that the hearer does not share with him/her”. In the case
of polarity focus, this implies that the propositional content of the sentence
other than the polarity is already shared between the interlocutors (or at
least the speaker thinks so). As has been remarked by other authors, it is
less important that the proposition itself has been brought up before than
that its negation has been, i.e., there must be some uncertainty about the
truth or falsehood of the proposition; contrast the second half of (3a) with
that of (4), where it is unfelicitous (marked by #):
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4. Speaker 1: I know Susanna and you broke up. #Did you?

Hence, Gutzmann, Hartmann and Matthewson (2020:55) suggest that
utterances containing VERUM are felicitous if and only if the speaker wants
to prevent that the Question Under Discussion, which concerns the truth of
the proposition marked with VERUM, be downdated with that proposition’s
negation — although they note that the exact semantics may need to be
modified further. What is most important for our current purposes is the
doubt or uncertainty about the proposition’s truth value: its negation must
already be on the table, so to speak. Thus, in (1b), Daniel did write this is
felicitous because (la) suggested the proposition “Daniel did not write
this”. In (2b), If you do go is felicitous because (2a) suggested the
proposition “Speaker 1 will not go”. And in (3), the question Did you? and
the answer we didn’t are felicitous because the uncertainty implied by /
heard that ... in (3a) suggested the proposition “Susanna and Speaker 2 did
not break up”.

Given the current debate surrounding the exact grammatical status of
these constructions, we will use Dimroth and Sudhoff’s (2018) fairly
neutral term polarity contrast in what follows. The next section will analyze
the various Biblical Hebrew and Aramaic constructions where an existential
marker is used to mark this polarity contrast.

3. THE STRUCTURE OF THE POLARITY CONTRAST
CONSTRUCTION

Based on the general meaning of the existential marker, the most plausible
meaning of an existential marker bearing a pronominal suffix like DJw?
would seem to be “you exist, you are there”. The following participle that
occurs in all our examples would then be in apposition to the personal
pronoun: D'wY DIW! would then be something like “you exist, doing”,
roughly equivalent to “you are doing”. The existential marker looks a lot
like a copula in this analysis and has often been taken that way (e.g.,
Lipinski 1997:§49.23.2°; contrast Muraoka 2013:882).

In addition to the cases with a pronominal suffix attached to the
existential marker, however, we find a number of cases in both Hebrew and
Aramaic where the existential is followed by a definite subject and a non-
verbal predicate, as in the following examples:

Jdg 6:13a
NN 1INRYD 21 Y M W TR 3 [0 YR8 8
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“But Gideon said to him: ‘Pardon me, sir, but if YHWH is with us,
then why has all this happened to us?’”

Dan 3:17

T RATRY RO PARTTR RIMAPWY) 937 P78 RIMIR™T RITOR IR 10

1wy R0 T

“If the god we serve is able to save us from the furnace of burning
fire and from you, O king, he will”.

We also find an Aramaic example where the existential marker is followed
by a nominalized verbal clause:

Ezra 5:17a

1073332 77 TR0 RIHDTT K3 M3 pANT 20 K270 17 10

D2WIY3 TT RIPRTYR R1207 DUV D K290 W7

“Now, if it seems good to the king, let a search be made in the king’s

treasury there in Babylon, whether it is so that a decree was issued
by King Cyrus to rebuild that house of god in Jerusalem”

As 1 will argue below, these sentences where the existential is followed by
a non-verbal or nominalized clause have the same semantics as the
examples where the existential has a pronominal suffix. Hence, it is
attractive to analyze them as variations on one and the same construction.
The examples without a pronominal suffix suggest that the analysis of the
existential as a mere copula is inaccurate. More clearly than in the case with
suffixed pronouns, removing the existential marker leaves us with fully
grammatical sentences (the constructed examples below are marked with '
and " and not provided with cantillation signs):

Jdg 6:13’
WAV M
“YHWH is with us” (cf. Jdg 6:12)
Dan 3:17'
T 121 RITRY R PAR [0 RIMAPWY 527 PN70 RINIK 7T RITPN

“The god we serve is able to save us from the furnace of burning fire
and from you”

Ezra 5:17'
DoWIna 77 ROYKR 1" R1205 Dpv Oy RN WIia 0

“A decree was issued by King Cyrus to rebuild that house of god in
Jerusalem”
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In Ezra 5:17, the non-verbal clause is explicitly nominalized by the particle
*1. As a nominalized clause, it can thus serve as the subject of a sentence.
The salience of the clause’s polarity now quite naturally arises from the
existential meaning of "'K:

Ezra 5:17"

[[e2wsra 77 878 ma 83307 0pY 0 829D Wi 0] 7] R
“[That [a decree was issued by King Cyrus to rebuild that house of
god in Jerusalem]] exists”

In the other examples, the particle *7 is not used. Perhaps this has to do with
the presence of what is probably a finite verb, D& “it was issued”, in Ezra
5:17, while the other examples occur with non-verbal clauses. Taking into
account the semantic parallels, we may be dealing with an asyndetically
nominalized clause in these cases:

Jdg 6:13"

[[Mny mm]] v
“[That [YHWH is with us]] exists”
Dan 3:17"

I ROTRY R PIAK D RIMAPWS 52 PNY2 RINIKR T RITOR]] 00N
(7T

“[That [our god, whom we serve, is able to save us from the furnace
of burning fire and from you]] exists”

Taking the examples from the Introduction where the existential marker is
followed by a pronominal suffix, the underlying non-verbal clauses should
be as follows:

Gen 24:49'

'TTR NN MR 700 BOR DDY
“You are going to treat my master faithfully and loyally™

5 Following Michel (2004:168), the regular word order in a main clause with these
constituents is predicative participle-subject-complement of the predicate. In
subordinated clauses, the order of subject (Mubtada in Michel’s terminology,
from Classical Arabic mubtada?) and predicate (Chabar, from habar) are
reversed; this is the order that we see in the version of this sentence preceded by
the existential marker, given as (Gen 24:49").
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Dan 2:26’'

AW VN YT RPN INYTING NIk 502
“You are able to tell me the dream that I saw and its interpretation”®

Adding the existential marker at the beginning to mark the polarity contrast
i1s less straightforward than with the previous examples, however.
Apparently, the personal pronoun is incorporated into the existential marker
as a pronominal suffix even though it alone is not the existential marker’s
subject, yielding:

Gen 24:49"

JIR R NRR) TON D'WY DIY]
“That you are going to treat my master faithfully and loyally exists”

Dan 2:26"

MW VI "7 RPN INRTING S02 TN
“That you are able to tell me the dream that I saw and its
interpretation exists”

It may seem strange that the existential marker latches on to the following
pronoun and incorporates it even though it belongs to the following non-
verbal clause, but it is paralleled in at least one other construction. In
Biblical Aramaic, we find the third person pronoun used as a demonstrative
in RnYY 817 “that statue” (Dan 2:32). While they are not attested, it is likely
that the similar expressions Rinr K7* “that time” and XnpW Kn* “that
moment” would also be grammatical. Accordingly, we may analyze n3a
N1 “at that time” and XnPW A2 “at that moment”, which are attested, as
the preposition -3 followed by Rinr 817* and Xnpw X*, respectively.
Here too, the independent personal pronoun is turned into a suffix,
obscuring its function.

Both the construction of the existential marker followed by a pronominal
suffix and a non-verbal predicate and that of the existential marker followed
by a definite noun phrase and a non-verbal predicate can thus be analyzed
as subtypes of a single construction, formed by the existential followed by

6 Similar to Biblical Hebrew, the unmarked position for personal pronouns used
as subjects in Biblical Aramaic is enclitic to the sentence’s first core constituent,
i.e., it comes in second place; cf. two examples in Dan (2:8). In sentences like
(Dan 2:26"), the pronoun’s unmarked position is thus after the existential marker,
which then incorporates it as a suffix.
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a non-verbal clause. We will now examine the occurrences of this
construction in Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic.

4. THE HEBREW EVIDENCE

Muraoka (1985:78) identifies the following five examples where the
existential marker is followed by a pronominal suffix:’

Gen 24:42b

T2 23R WK DTT HRD RITTYIDR DININ PR 0K M WAk
e
“(And I said to my master: ‘Perhaps the woman will not follow me’. And he said
to me: “YHWH, before whom I have walked, will send his angel with you and
will make your journey a success. ... And today I came to the well) and I said:
“YHWH, god of my master Abraham, if you really are going to make
the journey I am on a success ...””

Gen 24:49a-ba

"2 3730 KDY 72 IR TIN IR NRR) TON DBY DwrDR ot
“Now, if you are going to treat my master faithfully and loyally, tell
me; and if not, tell me [too]”

Gen 43:4-5a

MZWR JPR7OR] 93R T7 MW AT UDN APORTR NPYD JYOR

T3 &Y

“If you are going to let our brother go with us, let us go and buy food
for you. But if you are not going to let [him] go, we will not go”

Deut 13:4b

"723 DTOR MIMNR DUANR DV NWTY DNy B HR M nban v
{DWRI 72 D337
“(If a prophet or dream-seer arises among you and gives you a sign or a miracle
and the sign or miracle that he told you comes true, saying: ‘Let us follow other
gods that you do not know and serve them’, you must not listen to the words of
that prophet or dream-seer,) for YHWH your god is testing you to find out
whether you do love YHWH your god with all your heart and all your
soul”.

7 The translations of all following examples will reflect my analysis of the
construction in question as a marker of polarity contrast, unlike in the previous
examples.
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Jdg 6:36

T WRD ORI T 0WI0 JYIDN DIORTTOR 0T V0N
“And Gideon said to God: ‘If you really are going to save Israel
through me, as you said, (here, I am putting a wool fleece on the threshing
floor. If there will be dew on the fleece alone, while the whole ground is dry, I

299

will know that you will save Israel through me, as you said.)

Additionally, Muraoka (2013:882) lists a number of verses where the
existential marker is followed by a definite noun phrase that I have argued
above to exhibit the same construction:

Gen 28:16

PRYTY 8D D3N AT DiRR3 A WY IR 08T InIwn 3w ppm
“And Jacob awoke from his sleep and said: ‘So YHWH was in this
place, without me knowing it!’”

Gen 44:26

hina% 5311 8572 17 Nhs 1opn 1rng Wrox n77% Son &Y nsh

HINN UPN 0P TN WRT 39

“(And our father said to us: ‘Go back and buy us a little food’.) But we said:

‘We cannot go. If our youngest brother is with us, we will go, but we

will not be granted an audience with the man if our youngest brother
is not with us’”.

Exod 17:7

MmN onbs Y 587! 13 1277750 1AM NEn OibRN DY RPN

PRTDOR 113732 M) W KRG

“And he named the place Massa and Meribah, because of the

Israelites’ dispute and because of their testing YHWH, saying: ‘Is
YHWH among us or isn’t he?””

Jdg 6:12-13a

TIDTE PR RN N 138 TR M PR TN A TRYD oK K11

NNT™52 DR 121 AR M YN TR 3

“And YHWH’s angel appeared to him and said to him: “YHWH is with

you, O mighty warrior’. But Gideon said to him: ‘Pardon me, sir, but
if YHWH is really with us, then why has all this happened to us?’”

In all of these cases, there is doubt concerning the truth value of the
proposition that is marked by the existential marker. In Gen 24:42, Jdg 6:36,

and Jdg 6:13, the speaker doubts a statement that was previously made by
someone else. The positive polarity of the earlier statement (e.g., “YHWH
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will make this journey a success”) is implicitly contrasted with the negative
polarity of the alternative, which also seems likely to the speaker (“YHWH
will not make this journey a success”). The same kind of implicit contrast
is present in Deut 13:4, where the outcome of the test can be either positive
(“’You love YHWH with all your heart and all your soul”) or negative (“You
do not love YHWH with all your heart and all your soul”); moreover, YHWH
has already commanded one of these options earlier in the same text (Deut
6:5). Exod 17:7 also presents a test, only with both options spelled out. In
Gen 24:49, 43:4-5, and 44:26, the contrast is explicitly presented as two
options, one with positive polarity and one with negative polarity. Finally,
Gen 28:16 offers a possible example of ¥ being used in a main clause.®
The polarity contrast is not obvious from the context but may be implied by
the use of the asseverative particle j2&, which can express a conclusion that
runs counter to one’s expectations (Muraoka 1985:132-133). Apparently,
Jacob is presented as having considered whether YHWH was present before
going to sleep and having decided that he was not.

Given the presence of a contrast between positive and negative polarity
in every example, it seems natural to identify the marking of such contrasts
as the function of this construction. This function is more restricted than
Muraoka’s (1985:77-78) characterization of the construction as
emphasizing the agreement between reality and the speaker’s desire or
expectation. Muraoka paraphrases his understanding of Gen 24:49 and
Deut 13:4 as “‘If you do send (...) our brother with us’, as you should,
seeing that there is left no other step to be taken in order to overcome the
present critical situation” and “‘if you do love (...) the Lord your God with
all your heart and all your soul’, as you should because of the unique
covenant established between us’”, respectively, but the existential marker
is left out in similar contexts.’ By identifying this construction as a marker
of polarity contrast we can more readily understand why it is not used in
other cases where deontic modality plays a role.

8 It is remarkable that the other examples all occur in subordinate clauses (the
example in Exod 17:7 may be analyzed as the complement clause of on®a “their
testing”). This may be conditioned by the use of W7, which also frequently occurs
with subordinating particles in its usual, existential function (Wilson 2017:169).

9 E.g., 1 Sam 7:3 (“If you are returning to YHWH with all your heart”, ‘as you
should’ according to the speaker, Samuel). The polarity contrast construction is
not used here as the proposition “The Israelites are not returning to YHWH with

all their heart” does not play a role in the discourse.
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5. THE ARAMAIC EVIDENCE
In Biblical Aramaic, we find the following examples:
Dan 2:26b

TR IITT RAYN MNP TING Y2 TIRT
“(Then Arioch quickly brought Daniel before the king. And thus he said to him,
that ‘I have found a man from the exiles from Judah who can tell the king the
interpretation’. The king spoke, saying to Daniel, whose name was
Belteshazzar:) ‘Are you really able to tell me the dream that I saw and
its interpretation?’”

Dan 3:14a

TP N7 V7R 3 T TWR TITY RTRA 1177 0K 9231233 1w
TR RY MR T RADT 0¥ PTIE
“(Thereupon, at that time, certain Chaldaean men approached and informed on
the Judahites. ... ‘Those men have not paid you heed, O king. They do not
worship your gods, and they are not bowing down to the golden statue that you
erected’.) ... Nebuchadnezzar spoke, saying to them: °‘Really,
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed Nego, is it so that you do not worship
my gods and are not bowing down to the golden statue that I
erected?’”

Dan 3:15a

RIRT AT 1997 ... R3NP O AYRWN™T RITVA T TOL AR 10 103

1IRINN ANYWTAI IHON K {01 DT0T RRYEY ITiom 1oan

RITTR NI PORRI

“Now, if you are prepared to fall and bow down to the golden statue

that [ made at the moment that you hear the sound of the horn ... and

every kind of musical instrument — but if you will not bow down, you
will be thrown into the furnace of burning fire at that moment”.

Dan 3:17-18

T RATRY RO PRI RIMAPYY 527 PH79 RINIKT™T RITOR AW 10

RPIPRRD TIPRD *T 8390 ToRID7 L KD 1 :30W) R0 T

ITADI R MIPRI YT RATT DR P78

“If the god we serve is able to save us from the furnace of burning

fire and from you, O king, he will. And if not, may it be known to

you, O king, that indeed, we do not worship your gods and will not
bow down to the golden statue that you erected”.



BIBLICAL HEBREW w* AND BIBLICAL ARAMAIC 'R 73

Ezra 5:17a

B 10792232 77 R0 8IHNDTT RN 12 panT 20 8HDHY 17 10

W3 T RTINS RIANY DYY DY R0 Wi R

“(And thus they replied to us: ‘... But in year one of King Cyrus of Babylon,

King Cyrus issued a decree to rebuild this house of god’.) ... Now, if it seems

good to the king, let a search be made in the king’s treasury there in

Babylon, whether it is so that a decree was issued by King Cyrus to
rebuild that house of god in Jerusalem”

Like the Hebrew examples, each of these cases is characterized by an
explicit or implicit polarity contrast. In Dan 2:26, 3:14, and Ezra 5:17, the
speaker aims to verify a report he has heard, but doubts. The report (e.g.,
“Daniel can tell Nebuchadnezzar his dream and its interpretation”) is thus
implicitly contrasted with its negation (“Daniel cannot tell Nebuchadnezzar
his dream and its interpretation”). In Dan 3:15 and 3:17, the contrast is
explicit: both options are presented as hypothetical possibilities. In Dan
3:18, finally, the speakers confirm the report that their interlocutor had
questioned in v. 15: despite Nebuchadnezzar’s doubts, it is true that they do
not and will not worship his gods or his golden idol.

As was mentioned above, Gzella (2004) and Li (2009) both state that
'n'® makes explicit the (actual) present tense value of the following
participle. This does not hold for Ezra 5:17, where the following clause is
set in the past (as 1s clear from the suffix conjugation form oW “he issued”
in v. 13, the statement that the Persian authorities are asked to investigate).!”
Admittedly, the construction is slightly different here, as the existential
marker "n*X is followed by the complementizing particle *7. Nevertheless,
the (actual) present tense meaning does not sit well with some of the other
examples either. Especially in Dan 3:17, the issue is not God’s momentary
ability to save Shadrach and friends. Rather, the question is whether God is
generally able to save them and will be able to save them when they are
thrown into the fiery furnace in the near future. Identifying *n°® as a polarity
contrast marker avoids these temporal difficulties, explains why it is used
in these verses and not elsewhere, and provides a complete parallel to the
usage of Hebrew v discussed above. !

10 As Li’s work is limited to the Aramaic of Daniel, this example lies outside his
scope. I was unable to locate Gzella’s discussion of this verse.

11 Goldenberg (1983:118) attributes a similar meaning to the Syriac construction
formed by the existential 7¢ followed by the impersonal enclitic pronoun -u. From
the examples on pp. 122-123, it is clear that this construction marks contrastive
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6. CONCLUSION

I have argued that in both Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic, the
existential marker 1s used to form a construction marking polarity contrast.
The construction expressing this contrast consists of the existential marker
followed by a clause that is usually non-verbal; in the case of Ezra 5:17, the
fact that the following clause has a verbal predicate may have necessitated
its explicit nominalization by means of the particle *7. The pronominal
suffix that we find attached to the existential marker in most cases (e.g.,
TR ,qWY) 1s in fact the pronominal subject of the non-verbal clause
following the existential marker, not the subject of the existential marker
itself. Just as the existential marker’s more frequent usage asserts the
existence of a noun phrase’s referent, its employment with a non-verbal
clause asserts the truth of the proposition it expresses, contrasting it with its
negation.

It is striking that hardly more examples occur in Biblical Hebrew, which
makes up 99% of the Hebrew Bible, than in Biblical Aramaic: we have seen
some nine cases of this construction in Biblical Hebrew versus five or six
in Biblical Aramaic. In other words, the construction is about fifty to one
hundred times more frequent in Aramaic than in Hebrew. Why might this
be the case?

Of the Hebrew examples, two occur in Gen 24, a passage that is rife with
Aramaicisms (Bompiani 2014); another example, from Gen 28, occurs in
the narration of Jacob’s journey to Paddan Aram to visit Laban and might
be attributed to the same kind of Aramaic style-switching.!> The examples
from Gen 43-44 are part of the Joseph narrative, with its focus on the
eponymous ancestors of the (relatively) northern tribes of Joseph and
Benjamin, while the protagonist of the Gideon narrative of Jdg 6 belongs
to the northern tribe of Manasseh. If this construction was normal in
Aramaic but rare or non-existent in Hebrew, it may betray Aramaic
influence in these northern texts (cf. Rendsburg 2003). But it is not clear

focus, but it seems to me that it is the following noun phrase that is contrasted
rather than the polarity of the entire sentence; e.g., en it bi d-sagdin la-ptakré, it-
u bi sahdé da-b-demhon ra$iw l-allaha “[Earth:] if there are people on me who
worship idols, there (also) are on me martyrs who have won reconciliation with
God by their blood” (translation Goldenberg’s, transcription mine), where it-u
contrasts the martyrs with the idolaters, not the martyrs’ existence with their
supposed non-existence.
12 On the concept of style-switching more generally, see Rendsburg (2013).
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why a typically Aramaic construction should be used in the remaining
examples from Exod 17 and Deut 13.

Instead, it may simply be the case that Biblical Hebrew normally
expresses polarity contrast in other ways. One important means is the
paronomastic use of the infinitive absolute (cf. Muraoka 1985:86), as in the
following example which is semantically similar to Deut 13:4:

Deut 11:13

"N NINRY DI DN MR IR WK "TiYNOR WHYA DHY-DR NI

:DWRI72I DR3377533 11w bR M

“And it will happen, if you do listen to my commandments which I

am commanding you today, to love YHWH your god and to serve him
with all your heart and with all your soul ...”

This construction is not attested in Biblical Aramaic,'® and the use of "R
*7 in Ezra 5:17 may show that Biblical Aramaic does use the existential
marker to mark polarity contrast in sentences with a finite predicate. In
Biblical Hebrew, the construction with ¥ is limited to non-verbal clauses,
where the paronomastic infinitive absolute cannot be used (as they do not
contain a finite verb). This restriction further reduces the number of
occurrences in Hebrew compared to Aramaic: whereas non-verbal clauses
with a participial predicate are used for the general present tense and yet
other functions in Biblical Aramaic (Li 2009:39-78), such clauses in
Hebrew express continuous aspect only (Waltke & O’Connor 1990:624-
628).'* For habitual situations where Aramaic would also use the participle,
Biblical Hebrew generally employs the prefix conjugation (Waltke &
O’Connor 1990:502-506), which can be used with the paronomastic
infinitive absolute and obviates the need for the construction with v».
Hence, the construction with the existential marker is limited to sentences

13 The paronomastic infinitive does occur in many other varieties of Aramaic,
however; cf. the discussions by Goldenberg (1971:44-59) on Jewish Babylonian
Aramaic and Syriac in particular and Mengozzi and Miola (2018) on
Northeastern Neo-Aramaic. While these are all Eastern Aramaic dialects, both
publications also refer to this phenomenon occurring in Western Aramaic; its
absence from Biblical Aramaic thus has little bearing on the question of its
origins (cf. Kutscher 1950).

14 As in many of our examples, this usage includes the prospective or near future.
The term continuous is used here in the sense defined by Comrie (1976),
encompassing all kinds of non-habitual imperfective aspect, both progressive
and non-progressive/stative.
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with continuous aspect, making it much more specific than its Aramaic
counterpart. The great rarity of W' as a marker of polarity contrast in
Biblical Hebrew thus confirms that this usage of the existential marker is
defined by its co-occurrence with a following non-verbal clause, not by the
presence of a pronominal suffix.

At the theoretical level, the identification of this construction in Hebrew
provides another example of polarity contrast being marked differently
from focus, which is most commonly marked by word order in Biblical
Hebrew (see the discussion of the recent literature by Hornkohl 2018),
supporting Gutzmann, Hartmann and Matthewson’s (2020) argument
against interpreting polarity contrast as a kind of focus. And like the cases
examined by Mati¢ and Nikolaeva (2018), the polarity contrast construction
is based on a construction that has another function, that of the existential.
It is thus my hope that this study will contribute both to the crosslinguistic
discussion on the nature of polarity contrast marking and to the great strides
that have recently been made in the description of Biblical Hebrew and
Aramaic information structure marking and pragmatics more generally.
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