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Rhetorical Question or Assertion?  
The Pragmatics of ֹהֲלא in Biblical Hebrew

Adina Moshavi
Bar-Ilan University

1. Introduction1

It has been claimed that the form ֹהֲלא (also written הֲלוֹא or הֲלֹה) is homonymous in 
Biblical Hebrew, representing, on the one hand, the combination of interrogative ֲה and 
negative ֹלא (“is it not?”), and, on the other hand, an indivisible particle that is neither 
interrogative nor negative.2 The latter particle is generally held to be asseverative in 
nature and is believed to be similar in its use to הִנֵּה. In a previous article I presented 
syntactic evidence confirming the existence of this particle in Biblical Hebrew (hence-
forth BH).3 It was shown there that non-interrogative, non-negative ֹהֲלא belongs to the 

1. I would like to thank the editors for their helpful comments on this paper.
2. See J. S. Croatto, “L’article hébreu et les particules emphatiques dans le sémitique de l’ouest,” Ar.Or. 

39 (1971), 396–97; R. C. Steiner, Review of An Adverbial Construction in Hebrew and Arabic: Sentence 
Adverbials in Frontal Position Separated from the Rest of the Sentence by J. Blau, Afroasiatic Linguistics 6 
(1979), 149; M. L. Brown, “‘Is it Not?’ or ‘Indeed!’: HL in Northwest Semitic,” Maarav 4 (1987), 201–19; 
J. Blau, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, 2nd ed. (Wiesbaden, 1993), 105–6; D. Sivan and W. Schniedewind, 
“Letting Your ‘Yes’ Be ‘No’ in Ancient Israel: A Study of the Asseverative ֹלא and ֹהֲלא,” JSS 38 (1993), 
209–26; A. Moshavi, “Syntactic Evidence for a Clausal Adverb הלא in Biblical Hebrew,” JNSL 33 (2007), 
51–63. A somewhat different position is adopted by a number of scholars who recognize a non-interrogative 
 but apparently view this as an idiomatic use of the interrogative-negative combination, rather than הֲלאֹ
as a distinct particle; these include BDB, 520; H. A. Brongers, “Some Remarks on the Biblical Particle 
halō,” OTS 21 (1981), 180–85; P. Joüon and T. Muraoka, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, rev. English ed. 
(Rome, 2006), 574–75; M. Z. Kaddari, A Dictionary of Biblical Hebrew (Alef–Taw) (Ramat Gan, 2006), 
544 [Hebrew]. Gordis expresses a view which is to be classified as belonging to the first school of thought 
or somewhere between the first and the second; see “A Rhetorical Use of Interrogative Sentences in Biblical 
Hebrew,” AJSL 49 (1933), 214; idem, The Book of Job: Commentary, New Translation, and Special Studies 
(New York, 1978), 47. Driver states that asseverative ֹהֲלא derives its affirmative force from an idiomatic use 
of the negative particle (G. R. Driver, “Affirmation by Exclamatory Negation,” JANES 5 [1973], 108–9).
According to Sivan and Schniedewind (“Letting Your ‘Yes’ Be ‘No’”), Biblical Hebrew contains an as-
severative ֹלא and an asseverative ֹהֲלא, both unrelated etymologically.

3. Moshavi, “Syntactic Evidence.” As discussed briefly there (n. 5), scholars are divided as to whether 
the clausal adverb ֹהֲלא is historically related to the interrogative and negative particles, or has an unrelated 
etymological origin. The interested reader is referred to Brown, “‘Is it Not?’” and Sivan and Schniedewind, 
“Letting Your ‘Yes’ Be ‘No’” for the details of the argument. From a synchronic point of view, the etymo-
logical debate is irrelevant since the end result, a non-interrogative adverb, is the same according to both 
hypotheses.
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syntactic class of clausal adverbs, a class that includes adverbs such as הִנֵּה “behold,” לָכֵן
“therefore,” and וְאוּלָם ”whereas.”4

A major obstacle in investigating the function of the clausal adverb ֹהֲלא lies in 
distinguishing between the two homonymous forms. Although interrogative and non-
interrogative ֹהֲלא are disambiguated in certain syntactic environments, as discussed 
in section 2, the two are often syntactically indistinguishable. In the present article 
it is shown that pragmatic evidence regarding discourse context can often be used 
to successfully identify the clausal adverb when syntactic evidence is unavailable. A 
tentative pragmatic characterization of the clausal adverb is then presented based on 
its use in these contexts.

2. Syntactic Environments that Disambiguate Interrogative and  
Non-interrogative ֹהֲלא
As shown in an earlier article, a number of syntactic constructions disambiguate the 
interrogative-negative combination and the clausal adverb ֹהֲלא in the classical BH prose 
corpus (Genesis–2 Kings).5 One construction is the preposed finite non-subordinate 
clause, i.e., the clause in which a subject, object or adjunct precedes the verb. The 
clausal adverb ֹהֲלא precedes the preposed constituent, as in (1), whereas the negative 
particle ordinarily follows the preposed constituent, even when the clause contains an 
interrogative ה, as in (2).

(1) Judg. 4:14
א לְפָנֶי֑ךָ א י′ יָצָ֣ ֹ֥ הֲל

the LORD is going out before you.6 הֲלאֹ

(2) Gen. 18:25
ט׃ ה מִשְׁפָּֽ א יַעֲשֶׂ֖ ֹ֥ רֶץ ל הֲשׁפֵֹט֙ כָּל־הָאָ֔

Will the ruler of the world not do justice?7

Finite clauses with initial conditional clauses disambiguate the two forms as well. The 
clausal adverb ֹהֲלא precedes a conditional clause:

4. On clausal adverbs in Biblical Hebrew, see A. Moshavi, Word Order in the Biblical Hebrew Finite
Clause: A Syntactic and Pragmatic Analysis of Preposing (Winona Lake, IN, 2010), 68–75.

5. The conclusions presented in Moshavi, “Syntactic Evidence” are summarized here. In cases where
insufficient data from within the classical BH prose corpus is available, examples are given from books
outside the classical BH prose corpus.

6. Translations are my own, based on the njps and nrsv. Additional examples from the classical prose
corpus are Gen. 20:5, 29:25, 31:15; Deut. 31:17; Josh. 22:20; Judg. 6:13, 11:7; 1 Kgs. 1:13. There are many
additional occurrences of this construction in the larger biblical corpus. There is a hypothetical possibility
that some of these are interrogative clauses in which the negative precedes a focused preposed element (for
Judg. 14:14, the closest English equivalent would be “Is it not the Lord [as opposed to someone else] who
is going out before you?”). Strict pragmatic constraints on the “focus of negation” construction, however,
preclude its relevance for most ֹהֲלא clauses with preposed constituents, including Judg. 14:14. For further
discussion, see Moshavi, Word Order, 136–40; Moshavi, “Syntactic Evidence,” 11, n. 9.

7. Additional examples from the classical prose corpus are Gen. 18:25 and 2 Sam. 19:21. Examples from
elsewhere in the Bible are Jer. 18:6; Ezek. 18:25 (ן יִתָּכֵ֔ ל֣אֹ כִּי .Is My way unfair?”); Job 11:2“ הֲדַרְ֙
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(3) 1 Sam. 15:17
תָּה ל אָ֑ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ אשׁ שִׁבְטֵ֥ ֹ֛ יךָ ר ן אַתָּה֙ בְּעֵינֶ֔ לוֹא אִם־קָטֹ֤ הֲ֗

even if you are small in your eyes, you are the head of the tribes of Israel.8 הֲלאֹ

The negative particle (when part of the apodosis) and interrogative ֲה, in contrast, both 
follow a conditional clause, as in (4) and (5).

(4) Gen. 43:5
ד א נֵרֵ֑ ֹ֣ חַ ל וְאִם־אֵינְךָ֥ מְשַׁלֵּ֖

And if you do not let [him] go, we will not go down.9

(5) Hag. 2:13
א לֶּה הֲיִטְמָ֑ אִם־יִגַּ֧ע טְמֵא־נֶ֛פֶשׁ בְּכָל־אֵ֖

If someone defiled by a corpse touches any of these, will it be defiled?10

The clausal adverb and the negative particle are also disambiguated in finite 
clauses involving left-dislocation (casus pendens). The clausal adverb ֹהֲלא precedes a 
left-dislocated element (6), whereas the negative particle follows (7):11

(6) Judg. 11:24
שׁ יךָ אוֹת֥וֹ תִירָ֑ ישְׁךָ֛ כְּמ֥וֹשׁ אֱלֹהֶ֖ ר יוֹרִֽ ת אֲשֶׁ֧ א אֵ֣ ֹ֞ הֲל

what Chemosh your God gives you, that is what you possess.12 הֲלאֹ

(7) Gen. 2:17
נּוּ ל מִמֶּ֑ א תאֹכַ֖ ֹ֥ ע ל עַת֙ ט֣וֹב וָרָ֔ עֵץ הַדַּ֙ וּמֵ֗

And the tree of knowledge of good and evil, do not eat from it.

Finally, when ֹהֲלא occurs in front of a constituent connected to the rest of the 
clause by a conjunction, it is clearly a clausal adverb:

8. An additional example is Gen. 4:7, although the syntactic structure of the double conditional there
is open to a number of interpretations.

9. Numerous additional examples of this construction can be cited, including, e.g., Exod. 21:10, 22:13,
40:37; Deut. 24:12.

10. The combination of the negative and interrogative following a syntactically unmarked conditional
clause is found in Num. 12:14 (ים יָמִ֑ ת שִׁבְעַ֣ ם תִכָּלֵ֖ א ֹ֥ הֲל יהָ בְּפָנֶ֔ יָרַק֙ ק יָרֹ֤ יהָ֙ And (= if) her father had spit in her“ וְאָבִ֙
face, would she not bear her shame for seven days?”) and 2 Kgs. 5:13 (ה תַעֲשֶׂ֑ הֲל֣וֹא יךָ אֵלֶ֖ ר דִּבֶּ֥ יא הַנָּבִ֛ גָּד֗וֹל ר דָּבָ֣

“[If ] the prophet had commanded you to do something difficult, would you not have done it”). For further
discussion of the former verse, see section 3.6 below. Examples of ֹהֲלא following a conditional clause else-
where in the Bible are Jer. 38:15 (after a conditional clause with כִּי); Obad. 1:5; Ps. 44:21–22; Qoh. 6:6 (after
a conditional clause with ּוְאִלּו). The conditional clause may of course be negative as well, e.g., Gen. 44:23.

11. Interrogative ֲה would presumably follow a left-dislocated constituent as well, although I am not
aware of left-dislocated finite clauses containing the interrogative particle (aside from those with ֹהֲלא). The
position of the clausal adverb in verbless clauses featuring left-dislocation is different from its position
in finite left-dislocated clauses. In the former, the clausal adverb ֹהֲלא follows the left-dislocated element,
e.g., ה יְהוּדָֽ י לְמַלְכֵ֥ ים הַיָּמִ֖ י דִּבְרֵ֥ פֶר עַל־סֵ֛ כְתוּ֗בִים מָּה הֲלאֹ־הֵ֣ ה עָשָׂ֑ ר וְכָל־אֲשֶׁ֣ ם רְחַבְעָ֖ י דִּבְרֵ֥ And the rest of the acts“ וְיֶתֶ֛ר
of Rehoboam, and all that he did, ֹהֲלא they are written in the Book of the Annals of the Kings of Judah”
(1 Kgs. 14:29). On this formula see further section 3.5 below.

12. Additional examples are Exod. 4:14 and Num. 23:12. Examples from outside the classical prose
corpus are Jer. 44:21 and Ezek. 24:25–26.
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(8) 1 Sam. 6:6
כוּ׃ יְשַׁלְּח֖וּם וַיֵּלֵֽ ם וַֽ ר הִתְעַלֵּ֣ל בָּהֶ֔ הֲלוֹא֙ כַּאֲשֶׁ֣

when He made a mockery of them, they let them go, and they departed.13 הֲלאֹ

Although the interrogative combination and the clausal adverb are syntactically 
distinguished in the constructions described above, the two occur in the same syntactic 
position in other constructions, including the verb-first finite clause and many types of 
non-verbal and participial clauses.

3. Discourse Contexts Indicative of the Clausal Adverb
Although the interrogative-negative combination and the clausal adverb ֹהֲלא have dis-
tinct meanings, it is actually quite difficult to distinguish the two on pragmatic grounds, 
due to the frequent use of interrogative ֹהֲלא in rhetorical questions. A rhetorical question 
is a question that serves as a pragmatic assertion, implying its own answer.14 In contrast 
to the genuine question, a rhetorical question is not a request for information, and usu-
ally does not expect an answer. The polarity of the implied answer to a yes-no rhetorical 
question is the reverse of the polarity of the question, as illustrated by (9):15

(9) Job 11:2
ק׃ יִם יִצְדָּֽ ישׁ שְׂפָתַ֣ א יֵעָנֶ֑ה וְאִם־אִ֖ ֹ֣ בָרִים ל ב דְּ֭ הֲרֹ֣

Is a multitude of words unanswerable? Must a loquacious person be right?

The verse contains a pair of rhetorical questions, the first negative, with a positive 
implied answer (“A multitude of words can be answered”) and the second positive, 
with a negative implied answer (“A loquacious person is not [necessarily] right”).16

Since negative rhetorical questions imply positive answers, it is generally not 
clear when ֹהֲלא is the clausal adverb marking an explicit assertion, as opposed to the 
interrogative-negative combination marking a rhetorical question implying the same 
assertion. A typical example is (10):

(10) Gen. 42:22
ם א שְׁמַעְתֶּ֑ ֹ֣ ר אַל־תֶּחֶטְא֥וּ בַיֶּלֶ֖ד וְל ם ׀ לֵאמֹ֛ רְתִּי אֲלֵיכֶ֧ ר הֲלוֹא֩ אָמַ֨ ם לֵאמֹ֗ ן אֹתָ֜ וַיַּעַן֩ רְאוּבֵ֨

And Reuben answered them, saying, “Did I not tell you, ‘Do no wrong to the boy,’/הֲלוֹא I told
you, ‘Do no wrong to the boy,’ and you did not listen!”

13. Additional examples are Isa. 29:17 and Obad. 1:8.
14. J. Schmidt-Radefeldt, “On So-called ‘Rhetorical’ Questions,” Journal of Pragmatics 1 (1977), 375–

92; C. Ilie, What Else Can I Tell You? A Pragmatic Study of English Rhetorical Questions as Discursive
and Argumentative Acts (Stockholm, 1994), 38, 45.

15. On the operation of this rule in other languages, see E. N. Pope, “Questions and Answers in English”
(Ph.D. diss., MIT, 1972), 46–47; J. M. Sadock, “Queclaratives,” in Papers from the Seventh Regional Meet-
ing of the Chicago Linguistics Society (Chicago, 1971), 223–32; P. Siemund, “Interrogative Constructions,”
in M. Haspelmath et al., eds., Language Typology and Language Universals: An International Handbook,
2nd ed. (Berlin, 2001), 1026. On the validity of the reversed-polarity rule for BH, see A. Moshavi, “Can a
Positive Rhetorical Question Have a Positive Answer in the Bible,” JSS (2011), 253–73.

16. The (וְ)אִם . . . ,sequence often occurs in pairs of parallel, synonymous questions (Joüon-Muraoka הֲ
Grammar, 575), e.g., ּנו בָּ֑ ל תִּמְשֹׁ֖ אִם־מָשׁ֥וֹל ינוּ עָלֵ֔ תִּמְלֹךְ֙ Are you indeed to reign over us? Are you indeed“ הֲמָלֹ֤ךְ
to rule over us?” (Gen. 37:8).
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Reuben’s statement can be understood as a rhetorical question, “Did I not tell you, ‘Do 
no wrong?’” Alternatively, it can be read as an assertion with the clausal adverb: “ֹהֲלא 
I told you, ‘Do no wrong.’” Taken either way, the message is the same: “I told you not 
to harm him!”

Although demonstrating that ֹהֲלא is the interrogative-negative combination is of-
ten impossible, I argue here that there are a number of discourse contexts in which 
interpretation as the clausal adverb is the only plausible alternative; i.e., when ֹהֲלא 
occurs in a context in which a rhetorical question would be atypical in BH and other 
languages, it can be assumed that the clausal adverb is involved. Speakers use rhetori-
cal questions when they consider the implied assertion of the question to be obvious.17

The rhetorical question is often used as a persuasive device: the speaker attempts to 
convince the addressee to accept the implied answer to the question by suggesting 
that the answer is obvious to everyone except the addressee.18 In classical BH prose 
contexts that do not involve obvious information, nor are persuasive in nature, ֹהֲלא is 
best understood as the clausal adverb.

A less conclusive indicator of the clausal adverb, but one that can be cited as sub-
sidiary support, is the interchangeability of ֹהֲלא and הִנֵּה in a given discourse context. 
Since הִנֵּה does not appear in questions, genuine or rhetorical, interchangeability with 
as non-interrogative.19 הֲלאֹ supports interpretation of הִנֵּה

In some cases, a context that has been established as non-interrogative on prag-
matic grounds also happens to exhibit instances of ֹהֲלא that are syntactically identifi-
able as clausal adverbs. In such cases the syntactic evidence provides independent
corroboration of the pragmatic analysis.

3.1 Announcements
In announcements, ֹהֲלא is best taken as non-interrogative:20

17. R. Quirk et al., A Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language (London, 1985), 1478; J. M.
Sadock and A. M. Zwicky, “Speech Act Distinctions in Syntax,” in T. Shopen, ed., Language Typology
and Syntactic Description (Cambridge, 1985), 1.180; H. Rohde, “Rhetorical Questions as Redundant Inter-
rogatives,” San Diego Linguistics Papers 2 (2006), 134–68. For biblical examples see, e.g., Gen. 4:9, 30:2,
50:19; Num. 11:22.

18. On the use of rhetorical questions in persuasive contexts, see G. Anzilotti, “The Rhetorical Ques-
tion as an Indirect Speech Device in English and Italian,” Canadian Modern Language Review 38 (1982),
290–302; C. Ene, “Rhetorical Questions within the Theory of Speech Acts,” Cahiers de linguistique theo-
rique et appliqué 20 (1983), 36; J. Frank, “You Call That a Rhetorical Question? Forms and Functions of
Rhetorical Questions in Conversation,” Journal of Pragmatics 14 (1990), 726; Ilie, What Else Can I Tell
You, 134–215. On the persuasive use of rhetorical questions in Biblical Hebrew, see C. J. Labuschagne, The
Incomparability of Yahweh in the Old Testament (1966, Leiden), 23; L. J. de Regt, “Discourse Implications
of Rhetorical Questions in Job, Deuteronomy and the Minor Prophets,” in L. J. de Regt, J. de Waard, and
J. P. Fokkelman, eds., Literary Structure and Rhetorical Strategies in the Hebrew Bible (Assen, 1996), 52.
For biblical examples see, e.g., Gen. 37:8, 10; Num. 22:38; 2 Kgs. 7:2.

19. Scholars making this argument include Croatto, “L’article hébreu,” 396–97; Steiner, Review, 149;
Brongers, “Some Remarks,” 180–81; Sivan and Schniedewind, “Letting Your ‘Yes’ Be ‘No’,” 213–14.

20. See also Croatto (“L’article hébreu,” 396) on 1 Sam. 10:1.
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(11) Judg. 4:6
ר שַׁכְתָּ֙ בְּהַ֣ ךְ וּמָֽ ל לֵ֤ י־יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ א צִוָּ֣ה ׀ י′ אֱלֹהֵֽ ֹ֥ יו הֲל אמֶר אֵלָ֜ ֹ֨ י וַתּ דֶשׁ נַפְתָּלִ֑ עַם מִקֶּ֖ ק בֶּן־אֲבִינֹ֔ ח וַתִּקְרָא֙ לְבָרָ֣ וַתִּשְׁלַ֗

י וּמִבְּנֵ֥י זְבֻלֽוּן׃ ישׁ מִבְּנֵ֥י נַפְתָּלִ֖ רֶת אֲלָפִים֙ אִ֔ תָּב֔וֹר וְלָקַחְתָּ֣ עִמְּךָ֗ עֲשֶׂ֤
And she sent and summoned Barak son of Abinoam, of Kedesh in Naphtali, and said to him, 
 the Lord, the God of Israel has commanded: Go and march up to Mount Tabor, and take הֲלאֹ“
with you ten thousand men of Naphtali and Zebulun.”

(12) 1 Sam. 20:37

לְאָה׃ צִי מִמְּךָ֥ וָהָֽ אמֶר הֲל֥וֹא הַחֵ֖ ֹ֔ עַר֙ וַיּ י הַנַּ֙ ן אַחֲרֵ֤ א יְהוֹנָתָ֜ וַיִּקְרָ֨
And Jonathan called after the boy and said, “ֹהֲלא the arrow is beyond you.”

(13) 1 Sam. 23:19
ין ר מִימִ֥ ה אֲשֶׁ֖ חֲכִילָ֔ רְשָׁה בְּגִבְעַת֙ הַֽ נוּ בַמְּצָדוֹת֙ בַּחֹ֔ ר עִמָּ֤ וִד מִסְתַּתֵּ֨ ר הֲל֣וֹא דָ֠ תָה לֵאמֹ֑  וַיַּעֲל֤וּ זִפִים֙ אֶל־שָׁא֔וּל הַגִּבְעָ֖

הַיְשִׁימֽוֹן׃

And some Ziphites went up to Saul in Gibeah and said, “ֹהֲלא David is hiding among us in the 
strongholds of Horesh, on the hill of Hachilah, which is south of Jeshimon.”21

It is implausible that an announcement would be phrased as a rhetorical question. An-
nouncements typically present information not previously known to the speaker, and 
not obvious in any sense. The non-interrogative interpretation of ֹהֲלא in announcements 
is supported by the interchange of ֹהֲלא with הִנֵּה in this discourse context. For example, 
in the passage containing Jonathan’s report of what he planned to say to the boy, parallel 
to the utterance in (12), ֹהֲלא is replaced by הִנֵּה:

(14) 1 Sam. 20:22
לְאָה ים מִמְּךָ֣ וָהָ֑ לֶם הִנֵּ֥ה הַחִצִּ֖ ה אֹמַר֙ לָעֶ֔ וְאִם־כֹּ֤

And if I say to the lad, “Behold the arrows are beyond you”22

3.2 Internal Realization
When ֹהֲלא marks a realization of the speaker it should be understood as non-interroga-
tive. In this admittedly rare context the utterance with ֹהֲלא expresses an internal thought:

(15) Deut. 31:17
לֶּה׃ י מְצָא֖וּנִי הָרָע֥וֹת הָאֵֽ ין אֱלֹהַי֙ בְּקִרְבִּ֔ י־אֵ֤ ל כִּֽ א עַ֣ ֹ֗ וְאָמַר֙ בַּיּ֣וֹם הַה֔וּא הֲל

And they shall say on that day, “ֹהֲלא it is because my God is not in my midst that these evils 
have befallen me.”

(16) Isa. 44:20
י׃ קֶר בִּימִינִֽ ר הֲל֥וֹא שֶׁ֖ א יאֹמַ֔ ֹ֣ וְל

And he doesn’t say, “ֹהֲלא the thing in my right hand is a fraud!”

Since it contains new information, the ֹהֲלא clause can hardly be regarded as a rhetorical 
question.

21. See also the similar 1 Sam. 26:1.
22. Additional examples of announcements with הִנֵּה include, e.g., Gen. 48:2; Judg. 13:10; 1 Sam. 13:33,

23:1, 25:14; 2 Sam. 4:10, 18:10, 19:8; 1 Kgs. 2:39.
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3.3 Predictions
Like announcements and internal speech, predictions typically involve new, non-obvi-
ous information. Examples of ֹהֲלא in prophetic predictions are shown in (17) and (18).23

The non-interrogative interpretation is corroborated in both examples by syntactic evi-
dence, although the citations are admittedly from outside the classical BH corpus: in 
both verses ֹהֲלא precedes a preposed constituent or constituents.24

(17) Ezek. 38:14
ע׃ טַח תֵּדָֽ ל לָבֶ֖ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ בֶת עַמִּ֧ ר אֲדנָֹי֣ י′ הֲל֣וֹא ׀ בַּיּ֣וֹם הַה֗וּא בְּשֶׁ֨ ה אָמַ֖ כֹּ֥

Thus says the Lord GOD: “ֹהֲלא on that day when my people Israel are living securely, you will 
take note.”

(18) Ezek. 26:15
ים׃ ךְ יִרְעֲשׁ֖וּ הָאִיִּֽ רֶג֙ בְּתוֹכֵ֔ ג הֶ֙ רֵֽ ל בֵּהָ֤ ק חָלָ֜ ךְ בֶּאֱנֹ֨ א ׀ מִקּ֣וֹל מַפַּלְתֵּ֗ ֹ֣ ר אֲדנָֹ֥י י′ לְצ֑וֹר הֲל ה אָמַ֛ כֹּ֥

Thus says the Lord GOD to Tyre: “ֹהֲלא the coastlands shall quake at the sound of your fall, 
when the wounded groan, when slaughter goes on within you.”

Predictions exhibit a general parallel between ֹהֲלא and הִנֵּה, although predictions with 
 generally concern the immediate future and contain a participle rather than a finite הִנֵּה
verb; among numerous examples are Gen. 6:13, 17; 9:9.

3.4 Answers
When ֹהֲלא occurs in the answer to a question or an inquiry, as in (19) and (20), it appears 
to be non-interrogative:25

(19) 1 Sam. 29:3
בֶד ׀ שָׁא֣וּל ד עֶ֣ ה דָוִ֜ ים הֲלֽוֹא־זֶ֨ י פְלִשְׁתִּ֗ ישׁ אֶל־שָׂרֵ֣ אמֶר אָכִ֜ ֹ֨ לֶּה וַיּ ים הָאֵ֑ ה הָעִבְרִ֣ ים מָ֖ י פְלִשְׁתִּ֔ אמְרוּ֙ שָׂרֵ֣ ֹֽ  וַיּ

ים ר הָיָ֤ה אִתִּי֙ זֶ֤ה יָמִים֙ אוֹ־זֶה֣ שָׁנִ֔ מֶלֶֽךְ־יִשְׂרָאֵ֗ל אֲשֶׁ֨
The Philistine officers asked, “Who are those Hebrews?” And Achish answered the Philistine 
officers, “ֹהֲלא that is David, the servant of King Saul of Israel, who has been with me for a 
year or more.”

(20) 2 Sam. 11:3

י׃ שֶׁת אוּרִיָּ֥ה הַחִתִּֽ ם אֵ֖ בַע בַּת־אֱלִיעָ֔ אמֶר הֲלוֹא־זאֹת֙ בַּת־שֶׁ֣ ֹ֗ ה וַיּ אִשָּׁ֑ שׁ לָֽ ד וַיִּדְרֹ֖ וַיִּשְׁלַ֣ח דָּוִ֔
And the king sent and inquired about the woman, and he said, “הֲלוֹא that is Bathsheba daughter 
of Eliam wife of Uriah the Hittite.”

In neither example is the answer to the question obvious to the addressee, nor is there 
any reason to think that it should be. Thus a rhetorical question would not appear to be 
an appropriate response to the questions preceding ֹהֲלא. It is true that the use of rhetori-
cal questions as answers is known from other languages, as in the following:

23. Additional examples include Isa. 29:17; Ezek. 24:25, 38:14; Obad. 1:8.
24. In Isa. 29:17 and Obad. 1:8 ֹהֲלא precedes a constituent connected to its clause by a conjunction (see

section 2 above).
25. See Steiner, Review, 149; Kaddari, Dictionary, 544.
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(21) A: Do you speak of the lady?
 B: Who else should I be talking of?26

The antagonistic tone of B’s answer is noteworthy. According to Schmidt-Radefeldt, 
a speaker who uses a rhetorical question to imply the answer to a question “does this 
to express a propositional attitude of irritation or even of anger about the fact of being 
asked a question which he for his part finds completely inappropriate.”27 Such a chal-
lenging tone would be inappropriate in the context of the biblical occurrences. In (19) 
Achish wants his officers to trust David, and would naturally adopt an appeasing tone, 
rather than a confrontational one. Similarly, it seems unlikely that the answer to a king’s 
inquiry, as in (20), would be phrased in an antagonistic manner. It can be concluded that 
-in these examples is not interrogative and marks an assertion rather than a rhetori הֲלאֹ
cal question.

The non-interrogative interpretation of ֹהֲלא is also probable when a speaker an-
swers his own question:

(22) Exod. 4:11
י י′׃ א אָנֹכִ֖ ֹ֥ חַ א֣וֹ עִוֵּ֑ר הֲל שׁ א֥וֹ פִקֵּ֖ ם א֣וֹ חֵרֵ֔ י־יָשׂ֣וּם אִלֵּ֔ אָדָם֒ א֚וֹ מִֽ ם פֶּה֮ לָֽ י שָׂ֣ יו מִ֣ אמֶר י′ אֵלָ֗ ֹ֨ וַיּ

And the Lord said to him, “Who gives man speech? Who makes him dumb or deaf, seeing or 
blind? ֹהֲלא it is I, the Lord.”28

The ֹהֲלא clause in (22) can theoretically be rendered as a rhetorical question, “Is it not I, 
the Lord?” In this and other similar examples, the answer expressed in the ֹהֲלא clause is 
obvious, lending plausibility to a rhetorical interpretation. Nevertheless, comparison to 
other languages suggests that (22) is best understood as containing an assertive, rather 
than an interrogative answer. An example from English is shown below:29

(23) Who do I support for President? Why, Barack Obama, of course!

In a slightly different type of question-answer sequence, ֹהֲלא occurs after an af-
firmative yes-no rhetorical question:

(24) Jer. 7:19
ם׃ שֶׁת פְּנֵיהֶֽ עַן בֹּ֥ ם לְמַ֖ ים נְאֻם־י′ הֲל֣וֹא אֹתָ֔ ם מַכְעִסִ֖ י הֵ֥ הַאֹתִ֛

“Is it Me they are vexing?” says the Lord. “ֹהֲלא it is themselves, to their own disgrace.”30

In this and similar examples, the ֹהֲלא clause does not answer the preceding rhetori-
cal question, whose implied answer is simply ֹלא. Instead, the ֹהֲלא clause presents the 
correct alternative to a value implicitly rejected by the question. Thus the ֹהֲלא clause 

26. Example from Schmidt-Radefeldt, “Rhetorical Questions,” 389.
27. Ibid., 388–89; see also Ilie (What Else Can I Tell You, 51), who states that rhetorical questions func-

tioning as answers are often argumentative.
28. Additional examples are Exod. 33:16; 1 Sam. 9:20, 29:4; 2 Sam. 11:21, 16:19; Isa. 42:24, 45:21; 

Mic. 1:5 (2x).
29. Adapted from Pope (“Questions,” 45). A similar usage is known in French and German, as noted 

by Schmidt-Radefeldt (“Rhetorical Questions,” 379). For a comparable interpretation of Biblical question-
answer sequences, see Brongers (“Some Remarks,” 185) on Mic. 1:5 מְר֔וֹן שֹֽׁ הֲלוֹא֙  ב  יַעֲקֹ֗ שַׁע י־פֶ֣ which he ,מִֽ
renders as “What is the crime of Jacob? Samariah, of course!”

30. Additional examples of this type are Num. 12:2; 2 Kgs. 18:27; Isa. 36:12, 58:5–6; Ezek. 18:23, 25, 
29; 1 Chr. 19:3.
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in (24) substitutes “themselves” for the implicitly rejected “Me.” Here too an inter-
rogative interpretation, “Is it not themselves?” is theoretically possible, although the 
non-interrogative interpretation seems more probable, given the general similarity to the 
question-answer sequence illustrated in (22).

3.5 Third-person Narrative
In addition, ֹהֲלא appears repeatedly in a fixed formula in Kings in narrative texts related 
in the third person, as illustrated by (23):

(23) 1 Kgs. 11:41
ה׃ י שְׁלֹמֹֽ פֶר דִּבְרֵ֥ ים עַל־סֵ֖ ם כְּתֻבִ֔ ה וְחָכְמָת֑וֹ הֲלֽוֹא־הֵ֣ ר עָשָׂ֖ ה וְכָל־אֲשֶׁ֥ י שְׁלֹמֹ֛ תֶר דִּבְרֵ֧ וְיֶ֨

And the other events of Solomon’s reign, and all that he did, and his wisdom, ֹהֲלא they are 
recorded in the book of the Annals of Solomon.

In examples like (23), ֹהֲלא is clearly not interrogative, as rhetorical questions do not 
otherwise occur in third-person narrative (as distinguished from dialogue or second per-
son monologue).31 The non-interrogative nature of ֹהֲלא in third-person narrative is con-
firmed by its interchangeability with הִנֵּה. For example, הֲלאֹ הֵם is replaced by הִנֵּה) הִנָּם
plus an enclitic 3rd pers. pronoun) in a number of occurrences of the formula in Kings:32

(24) 1 Kgs. 14:19
ל׃ י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ים לְמַלְכֵ֥ י הַיָּמִ֖ פֶר דִּבְרֵ֥ ים עַל־סֵ֛ ךְ הִנָּ֣ם כְּתוּבִ֗ ר מָלָ֑ ם וַאֲשֶׁ֣ ר נִלְחַ֖ ם אֲשֶׁ֥ ֽרָבְעָ֔ י יָֽ תֶר֙ דִּבְרֵ֣ וְיֶ֙

And the other events of Jeroboam’s reign, how he fought and how he ruled, behold they are 
recorded in the Annals of the Kings of Israel.33

In the corresponding verses in Chronicles the formula regularly has הִנָּם, although there 
are a few cases with הֵם הִנָּם and one occurrence with ,(Chr. 9:29; 12:15 2) הֲלאֹ   הֲלאֹ 
together (2 Chr. 25:26).34

3.6 Justifications
The interpretation of ֹהֲלא in justificational clauses is less straightforward than the 
discourse contexts discussed above. By justification I mean a statement put forth in 
support of a second, often implicit assertion. Often ֹהֲלא justifies an assertion implied 
by a directive:

31. To speakers of Modern Hebrew, a language in which הֲלוֹא functions as a justificational adverb (“after 
all”), the non-interrogative nature of ֹהֲלא in such passages is obvious. In fact, a citation by this author of the 
traditional King James translation of this passage (“And the rest of the acts of Solomon, and all that he did, 
and his wisdom, [are] they not written in the book of the acts of Solomon?”) triggered unexpected laughter 
from the audience at a conference of Israeli linguists in 2004. On הֲלוֹא in Modern Hebrew, see M. Ariel, 
“Discourse Markers and Form-Function Correlations,” in A. H. Jucker and Y. Ziv, eds., Discourse Markers: 
Descriptions and Theory (Amsterdam: 1998), 234, 237, 249.

32. Additional examples are 2 Kgs. 15:11, 15, 26, 31. See also ר פֶר הַיָּשָׁ֑ ה עַל־סֵ֣ יא כְתוּבָ֖  it is הֲלאֹ“ הֲלאֹ־הִ֥
written in the Book of Jashar” (Josh. 10:13) vs. ר פֶר הַיָּשָֽׁ ה עַל־סֵ֥  Behold it is written in the Book“ הִנֵּ֥ה כְתוּבָ֖
of Jashar” (2 Sam. 1:18).

33. On the position of the clausal adverb הלא in verbless clauses like this one see n. 11 above. Notice 
that the clausal adverb הִנֵּה in (24) occupies the same position as ֹהֲלא in (23).

34. BHS notes that several mss., the Targum, and the parallel text in 2 Kgs. 14:18 read הֲלאֹ הֵם.
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(25) Gen. 13:9
ילָה׃ ין וְאַשְׂמְאִֽ נָה וְאִם־הַיָּמִ֖ אל וְאֵימִ֔ ֹ֣ י אִם־הַשְּׂמ רֶד נָ֖א מֵעָלָ֑ יךָ הִפָּ֥ רֶץ֙ לְפָנֶ֔ א כָל־הָאָ֙ ֹ֤ הֲל

 the whole land is before you. Let us separate: if you go north, I will go south, and if you הֲלאֹ“
go south, I will go north.”

Here ֹהֲלא justifies an assertion implied by the directive, “You should separate from 
me.”35 In the next example ֹהֲלא justifies a rhetorical question:

(26) 1 Sam. 9:21
ן י בִנְיָמִ֑ ל־מִשְׁפְּח֖וֹת שִׁבְטֵ֣ ה מִכָּֽ ל וּמִשְׁפַּחְתִּי֙ הַצְּעִרָ֔ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ נֹכִי֙ מִקַּטַנֵּי֙ שִׁבְטֵ֣ אמֶר הֲל֨וֹא בֶן־יְמִינִ֤י אָ֙ ֹ֗ עַן שָׁא֜וּל וַיּ וַיַּ֨

ה׃ ר הַזֶּֽ י כַּדָּבָ֖ רְתָּ אֵלַ֔ מָּה֙ דִּבַּ֣ וְלָ֙
And Saul replied, “ֹהֲלא I am only a Benjaminite, from the smallest of the tribes of Israel, and 
my clan is the least of all the clans of the tribe of Benjamin. And (= so) why did you say such 
things to me?”

The justified assertion is “You should not have said such things to me,” implied by the 
rhetorical “why” question.36

A number of scholars have argued that ֹהֲלא is non-interrogative when it is used 
for justification.37 As noted by Steiner, there is a striking similarity between justifica-
tional ֹהֲלא and a parallel use of 38.הִנֵּה In (27), below, הִנֵּה justifies a directive, and in 
justifies a rhetorical question.39 הִנֵּה (28)

(27) Gen. 20:15
ב׃ י לְפָנֶי֑ךָ בַּטּ֥וֹב בְּעֵינֶי֖ךָ שֵֽׁ לֶךְ הִנֵּ֥ה אַרְצִ֖ אמֶר אֲבִימֶ֔ ֹ֣ וַיּ

And Abimelech said, “Behold my land is before you; settle wherever you please.”

(28) Judg. 6:15
י׃ ית אָבִֽ יר בְּבֵ֥ י הַצָּעִ֖ ה וְאָנֹכִ֥ ל בִּמְנַשֶּׁ֔ ל הִנֵּ֤ה אַלְפִּי֙ הַדַּ֣ יעַ אֶת־יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ ה אוֹשִׁ֖ י בַּמָּ֥ י אֲדנָֹ֔ אמֶר אֵלָיו֙ בִּ֣ ֹ֤ וַיּ

He said to him, “Please my lord, how can I deliver Israel? Behold my clan is the humblest in 
Manasseh, and I am the youngest in my father’s household.”

35. Additional examples of ֹהֲלא justifying a directive (a command, request or suggestion) include Gen. 
13:9, 19:20, 37:13; Judg. 9:38, 15:2; 2 Sam. 13:28 (with כִּי); 1 Kgs. 1:11–12; Isa. 44:8, 51:9–10; Ruth 2:9, 
3:2–3; 1 Chr. 21:17, 22:18–19. For further discussion of these and more complex textual structures involv-
ing justificational ֹהֲלא, see A. Moshavi, “הלא as a Discourse Marker of Justification in Biblical Hebrew,” 
Hebrew Studies 48 (2007), 177–86, at 180–86.

36. Examples of ֹהֲלא justifying one or more rhetorical questions include Gen. 4:6–7, 29:25, 44:15, Exod. 
14:11–12; Num. 22:37; Deut. 32:6; Judg. 11:7, 15:11; 1 Sam. 1:8, 6:6, 15:17–19, 26:15; 2 Sam. 2:26, 11:10, 
20, 1 Kgs. 2:42–43; 2 Kgs. 4:28; Mal. 2:10. For further discussion see Moshavi, “80–177 ”,הלא.

37. Steiner, Review, 149; see also Kaddari, Dictionary, 544; Moshavi, “הלא.” Fassberg points out a 
recurrent parallel between נָא  . . . נָא and הֲלאֹ   . . .  see S. E. Fassberg, Studies in Biblical Syntax ; הִנֵּה (נָא) 
(Jerusalem, 1994), 46–47 [Hebrew].

38. Steiner, Review, 149. On justificational הִנֵּה see also, e.g., T. O. Lambdin, Introduction to Bibli-
cal Hebrew (New York, 1971), 170; C. J. Labuschagne, “The Particles הֵן and הִנֵּה,” OTS 18 (1973), 14; 
D. Slager, “The Use of Behold in the Old Testament,” Occasional Papers in Translation and Text Linguis-
tics 3 (1989), 60–66; B. K. Waltke and M. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona 
Lake, 1990), 676–77; C. M Follingstad, “Hinnēh and Focus Function: With Application to Tyap,” Journal 
of Translation and Textlinguistics 7 (1995), 12–13.

39. Additional representative examples of הִנֵּה justifying a directive include Gen. 16:2, 6, 24:51, 38:23; 
Exod. 1:9–10; Num. 22:5–6, 11; Josh. 9:25; 1 Sam. 8:5, 18:17; 1 Sam. 28:21–22; 1 Kgs. 17:9, 22:13; 
examples of הִנֵּה justifying a rhetorical question include, e.g., Gen. 26:9; Num. 22:32–33; 1 Sam. 21:15, 
24:9–10; 2 Sam. 18:11. For further details see Moshavi, “הלא.”



Moshavi: The Pragmatics of ֹהֲלא in Biblical Hebrew 101

Notice the similarity in content between (25) and (27), and between (26) and (28).
Syntactic evidence confirms that justificational ֹהֲלא is often non-interrogative. 

When a justificational ֹהֲלא clause contains a preposed element, ֹהֲלא usually occurs in 
front of the preposed element, in the characteristic position of the clausal adverb. In 
the following examples, the ֹהֲלא clauses justify the rhetorical questions that follow:

(29) Judg. 11:7
ר ר צַ֥ תָּה כַּאֲשֶׁ֖ ם אֵלַי֙ עַ֔ י וּמַדּ֜וּעַ בָּאתֶ֤ ית אָבִ֑ י וַתְּגָרְשׁ֖וּנִי מִבֵּ֣ ם אוֹתִ֔ א אַתֶּם֙ שְׂנֵאתֶ֣ ֹ֤ ד הֲל אמֶר יִפְתָּח֙ לְזִקְנֵי֣ גִלְעָ֔ ֹ֤  וַיּ

ם׃ לָכֶֽ

And Jephthah said to the elders of Gilead, “ֹהֲלא you hate me and drove me out of my father’s 
house. And (= so) why have you come to me now when you are in trouble?”

(30) 1 Kgs. 1:13
ה בְנֵךְ֙ יִמְלֹ֣ךְ י־שְׁלֹמֹ֤ ר כִּֽ תְךָ֙ לֵאמֹ֔ עְתָּ לַאֲמָֽ לֶךְ נִשְׁבַּ֤ ה אֲדנִֹ֣י הַמֶּ֗ רְתְּ אֵלָיו֙ הֲלאֹ־אַתָּ֞ ד וְאָמַ֤ לֶךְ דָּוִ֗ אִי ׀ אֶל־הַמֶּ֣ י וּבֹ֣  לְכִ֞

ךְ אֲדנִֹיָֽהוּ׃ י וּמַדּ֖וּעַ מָלַ֥ ב עַל־כִּסְאִ֑ י וְה֖וּא יֵשֵׁ֣ אַחֲרַ֔
Go to King David and say to him, “ֹהֲלא you, O lord king, swore to your maidservant, saying 
‘Your son Solomon shall succeed me as king, and he shall sit upon my throne.’ And (= so) why 
has Adonijah become king?”40

Despite these points of evidence, it is likely that some justificational ֹהֲלא clauses 
are actually rhetorical questions. The use of rhetorical questions to express a premise 
supporting the conclusion of an argument is a well-known phenomenon in other lan-
guages, e.g., “You should take an umbrella. Do you want to catch cold?”41 The conclu-
sion, “You should take an umbrella,” is justified by a rhetorical question implying the 
assertion “You don’t want to catch cold.”

In Biblical Hebrew the justificational use of rhetorical questions is widespread. 
By expressing the premise as a rhetorical question, the speaker establishes common 
ground between speaker and addressee (“Clearly, we both agree on the obvious fact 
that . . .”) which is then used to advance the argument.42 An example of a positive 
yes-no question used for justification is:

40. Additional examples of justificational ֹהֲלא that can be identified as the clausal adverb on syntactic 
grounds (see section 2 above) include Gen. 4:7, 20:5, 31:15; Josh. 22:20; Judg. 4:14, 11:24; 1 Sam. 6:6, 
15:17; 1 Kgs. 1:13.

41. Adapted from F. H. van Eemeren and R. Grootendorst, Speech Acts in Argumentative Discussions: 
A Theoretical Model for the Analysis of Discussions Directed towards Solving Conflicts of Opinion (Dor-
drecht, 1984), 97. See also F. H. van Eemeren et al., Fundamentals of Argumentation Theory: A Handbook 
of Historical Backgrounds and Contemporary Developments (Mahwah, NJ, 1996), 13–14. For a detailed 
discussion on the use of rhetorical questions in argumentation see Ilie, What Else Can I Tell You, 134–215.

42. See, e.g., W. Brueggemann, “Jeremiah’s Use of Rhetorical Questions,” JBL 92 (1973), 359–60; 
J. L. Crenshaw, “Impossible Questions, Sayings, and Tasks,” Semeia 17 (1980), 23; T. R. Hobbs, “Jeremiah 
3:1–5 and Deuteronomy 24:1–4,” ZAW 86 (1974), 25–26; R. T. Hyman, “Questions and the Book of Ruth,” 
Hebrew Studies 24 (1983), 201; R. E. Johnson, “The Rhetorical Question as a Literary Device in Ecclesias-
tes” (Ph.D. diss., Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1986), 99; A. van Selms, “Motivated Interrogative 
Sentences in Biblical Hebrew,” Semitics 2 (1971–72), 143–49; idem, “Motivated Interrogative Sentences 
in the Book of Job,” Semitics 6 (1978), 28–35. For an analysis of some common argument types involv-
ing rhetorical questions, see A. Moshavi, “Two Types of Argumentation Involving Rhetorical Questions 
in Biblical Hebrew Dialogue,” Bib. 90 (2009), 32–46; E. Herzog, “The Triple Rhetorical Argument—An 
Expression of Syllogism in the Bible,” Beit Mikra 54 (2009), 62–82 [Hebrew].
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(31) Gen. 18:13–14
ר א מֵי′ דָּבָ֑ נְתִּי׃ הֲיִפָּלֵ֥ י זָָקַֽ ד וַאֲנִ֥ ף אֻמְנָ֛ם אֵלֵ֖ ר הַאַ֥ ה לֵאמֹ֗ ה שָׂרָ֜ לָ֣מָּה זֶּה֩ צָחֲקָ֨

Why did Sarah laugh, and say, “Shall I indeed bear a child, now that I am old?” Is anything 
too great for the LORD?

The conclusion of the argument is the assertion “Sarah should not have scoffed at the 
news that she could bear a child,” implied by a rhetorical “why” question, “Why did 
Sarah laugh?” The premise supporting this assertion, “Nothing is too great for the 
Lord,” is implied by the positive rhetorical question, “Is anything too great for the 
Lord?”43

Yes-no rhetorical questions like the one in (31) show that some justificational ֹהֲלא
clauses may be negative rhetorical questions. In at least one case syntactic evidence 
shows that this is the correct interpretation:

(32) Num. 12:14
ף׃ ר תֵּאָסֵֽ ה וְאַחַ֖ מַּחֲנֶ֔ ת יָמִים֙ מִח֣וּץ לַֽ ר שִׁבְעַ֤ ים תִּסָּגֵ֞ ת יָמִ֑ א תִכָּלֵ֖ם שִׁבְעַ֣ ֹ֥ יהָ הֲל ק יָרַק֙ בְּפָנֶ֔ יהָ֙ יָרֹ֤ וְאָבִ֙

And (= if) her father had spit in her face, would she not bear her shame for seven days? Let her 
be shut out of the camp for seven days, and after that she may be brought in again.44

The conditional sentence containing ֹהֲלא serves as justification for the directives that 
follow. If ֹהֲלא represented the clausal adverb, it would be expected to precede the pro-
tasis ָיה ק יָרַק֙ בְּפָנֶ֔ יהָ֙ יָרֹ֤  compare) הֲלאֹ אִם אָבִיהָ יָרקֹ יָרַק בְּפָנֶיהָ תִכָּלֵם שִׁבְעַת יָמִים yielding ,אָבִ֙
1 Sam. 15:17 תָּה ל אָ֑ י יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ אשׁ שִׁבְטֵ֥ ֹ֛ יךָ ר ן אַתָּה֙ בְּעֵינֶ֔ -actu הֲלאֹ above.) Since [3] ,הֲל֗וֹא אִם־קָטֹ֤
ally follows the protasis, it appears that the conditional sentence is a negative rhetori-
cal question, stressing the obviousness of the premise: “Would she not be shut out for 
seven days if her father had spat in her face?” This example casts doubt on the blanket 
assumption that clauses like those in Gen. 13:9 and 1 Sam. 9:21 (examples 25 and 26 
above), in which the syntactic structure does not unequivocally point to either interpre-
tation of ֹהֲלא, are necessarily assertions with the clausal adverb rather than negative 
rhetorical questions.45

4 The Core Pragmatic Function of the Clausal Adverb ֹהֲלא
The varied nature of the discourse contexts in which the clausal adverb ֹהֲלא appears 
makes it difficult to determine its core pragmatic function. I do not attempt here to offer 

43. Additional representative examples include Gen. 4:9, 50:19 (following causal כִּי); Exod. 14:11; Josh. 
22:16–17; 2 Sam. 12:23; 2 Kgs. 5:7, 18:32–33, 19:11–12; Ruth 1:11. A notable phenomenon in poetry is the 
three-part structure featuring a doubled yes-no question which justifies a preceding or following rhetorical 
question, e.g., ז׃ לָבַֽ הָיָ֥ה  מַדּ֖וּעַ  ה֑וּא  יִת  בַּ֖ יד  אִם־יְלִ֥ ל  יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ בֶד֙   ?Is Israel a bondman? Is he a home-born slave“ הַעֶ֙
Why has he been given over to plunder?” (Jer. 2:14; additional examples include, e.g., 2 Sam. 19:36, 43; 
Num. 11:11–12; Isa. 50:2; Jer. 2:31, 14:19, 22:28, 49:1; Mic. 4:9). For discussion see A. D. Singer, Re-
view of “The Legend of King Keret: A Canaanite Epic of the Bronze Age,” by H. L. Ginsberg, BJPES 14 
(1947), 55–60 [Hebrew]; idem, “On a Certain Type of Interrogative Sentence in Biblical Hebrew,” World 
Congress of Jewish Studies Summer 1947 (Jerusalem, 1952), 1.109–12 [Hebrew]; Y. Avishur, “The Pattern 
 in the Book of Jeremiah,” Beit Mikra 16 (1971), 152–70 [Hebrew]; idem, “Double and Triple ה..אם..מדוע
Question Patterns in the Bible and Ugaritic,” in B. Z. Luria, ed., Zer LiGevurot: The Zalman Shazar Jubilee 
Volume (Jerusalem, 1973), 421–64 [Hebrew].

44. See n. 10 above.
45. Contra Moshavi, “173 ”,הלא, n. 6.
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a definitive pragmatic description, but rather to comment on some of the proposals that 
have been made thus far.

As noted above, most scholars who discuss the clausal adverb ֹהֲלא believe that 
the particle is asseverative, meaning something like “indeed” or “surely.” Assevera-
tive adverbs belong to the semantic system of epistemic modality, which indicates the 
speaker’s strength of commitment to what he is saying.46 Some modal expressions 
express doubt (e.g., the verb may and adverbs such as perhaps and possibly) while
others express certainty (e.g., the verb must and adverbs such as indeed, certainly, 
and definitely). In order to assess the asseverative interpretation of ֹהֲלא, it is worth-
while examining the characteristic pragmatic functions of certainty adverbs and simi-
lar expressions. In English, the modal verb must used epistemically (i.e., referring to 
certainty rather than obligation) has the paradoxical effect of pragmatically weakening 
the assertion, implying that the assertion is the product of inference, rather than direct 
observation or knowledge. Thus the modal assertion It must be raining is epistemically 
weaker than the simple assertion It is raining.47 The latter assertion implies that the 
speaker knows for a fact that it is raining, while the former implies that he has merely 
deduced this information from circumstantial evidence (“What else could explain the 
mud on the floor?”).

English certainty adverbs are used somewhat differently, not carrying the implica-
tion that the assertion is only an inference. Thus one can argue that It is certainly rain-
ing is a pragmatically stronger assertion than It is raining.48 Nevertheless, on a deeper 
level, the use of a certainty adverb reflects a perception on the part of the speaker that 
the assertion needs strengthening, typically because it is likely to encounter doubt or 
skepticism on the part of the addressee. Thus certainty adverbs are frequently used in 
assertions that cannot be objectively verified at the time of speech, such as subjective 
assessments (e.g., This is certainly the most remarkable book to have been written 
in the last decade) and predictions and promises regarding the future (e.g., I will 
definitely be home by 10:00 p.m.) They are used in response to a challenge by the 
addressee regarding the veracity of an assertion, as in the following interchange: A: 
John is at home now. B: I don’t think so. A: Oh, he certainly is.49 They can be used 
to confirm a suspicion or accusation: The house had indeed been left unlocked on the 
night of the robbery. Yet another use is in concessive structures: It is certainly a good 
film, but I can’t bring myself to watch it.

BH certainty adverbs such as אָמְנָם ,אָמְנָה ,אָכֵן, and אֻמְנָם appear to be pragmati-
cally similar to their English counterparts; biblical parallels can be drawn for many 
of the uses mentioned above. For example, אָכֵן indicates that the assertion is a logical 
inference in Exod. 2:13. אָכֵן occurs in a prediction in 1 Kgs. 11:2. אָמְנָה is used in Gen. 
20:2 in response to a challenge to the veracity of the speaker’s previous assertion. In 

46. J. Lyons, Semantics (Cambridge, 1977), 2.793.
47. Lyons, Semantics, 2.808–9. The same effect has been observed for adverbs such as (ב)וודאי ‘cer-

tainly’ in modern Hebrew; see M. Z. Kaddari, “Syntactic Behavior of Wad’ay (Bewad’ay) (A Contrastive 
Analysis of Mod(ern) H(ebrew) and M(ishnaic) H(ebrew)),” Balshanut Ivrit Hapashit 11 (1977), 47–59 
[Hebrew]; G. B. Zarfati, “Pragmatics and Speech Acts,” Leshonenu Laʿam 34 (1983), 110–11 [Hebrew]; 
Z. Livnat, “Epistemic Modality as Materialized in Modern Hebrew,” in S. Sharvit, ed., Studies in Ancient
and Modern Hebrew in Honour of M. Z. Kaddari (Ramat Gan, 1999), 350–51 [Hebrew].

48. F. R. Palmer, Mood and Modality (Cambridge, 1986), 20.
49. Example from Palmer, Mood and Modality, 87.
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Josh. 7:20 אָמְנָה is used to confirm an accusation. The concessive use of אָמְנָם is found 
in 2 Kgs. 19:17 and Ruth 3:12.

Let us now consider the proposal that ֹהֲלא is a certainty adverb. The asseverative 
interpretation is possible in predictions, such as (17) and (18) above. It is also plausible 
in justifications, such as (25) and (26) above. By adding a certainty adverb that stresses 
his commitment to the premise of an argument, the speaker rhetorically strengthens 
the conclusion of the argument, e.g., Take your umbrella – surely you don’t want to 
catch cold!

In other discourse contexts in which the clausal adverb ֹהֲלא occurs, however, the 
asseverative interpretation would appear to have anomalous pragmatic effects. Con-
sider ֹהֲלא in announcements, as in 1 Sam. לְאָה 20:37 צִי מִמְּךָ֥ וָהָֽ  .(see [12] above) הֲל֥וֹא הַחֵ֖
If ֹהֲלא is a certainty adverb, Jonathan’s statement either sounds like an inference (“The 
arrow must be beyond you”), or a defensive statement expecting opposition (“Really, 
the arrow is beyond you”). Either reading seems inappropriate in context. The use of 
a certainty adverb in answers, such as בַע בַּת־שֶׁ֣  ,(Sam. 11:3, [19] above 2) הֲלוֹא־זאֹת֙ 
would also be anomalous unless the speaker were trying to hedge his answer (“That 
must be Bathsheba”) or is anticipating skepticism (“That is certainly Bathsheba”). 
There is no reason for him to do either of these things.

Finally, ֹהֲלא in third-person narrative can hardly be understood as asseverative, 
considering the fact that indisputably asseverative adverbs, such as  אֻמְנָם ,אָמְנָם ,אָכֵן, 
and אָמְנָה, occur only in dialogue or second person monologue and never in third-
person narrative.50 The inappropriateness of the asseverative interpretation of ֹהֲלא in 
these various discourse contexts casts doubt on the relevance of this interpretation 
even for the aforementioned contexts in which it is apparently compatible.

Several scholars have asserted that the clausal adverb ֹהֲלא is restricted to pre-
senting information already known to the addressee.51 This characterization fits most 
instances of justificational ֹהֲלא, but does not apply to the use of ֹהֲלא in announcements, 
realizations, predictions and answers, all of which typically involve new informa-
tion.52 It should also be noted that even in many justificational ֹהֲלא clauses there is 
often no compelling reason to assume that the information is known to the addressee.53

50. Another asseverative particle,אֲבָל, developed in the late biblical period into a contrastive particle that 
can be used in third-person narrative, as in 2 Chr. 1:4.

51. See Steiner (Review, 149), as well as BDB, 520, which writes that non-interrogative ֹהֲלא declares 
“with some rhetorical emphasis what is, or might be, well known.” A. Van Selms (“Halō in the Courtier’s 
Language in Ancient Israel,” Fourth World Congress of Jewish Studies [Jerusalem, 1967], 1.hb137–40), 
who considers all occurrences of ֹהֲלא to be interrogative, supports the position that ֹהֲלא marks known infor-
mation; see n. 52 below. A similar claim has been made with regard to the clausal adverb והלא in Mishnaic 
Hebrew (U. Mor, “הרי אתה דן: Two Presentative Particles in Mishnaic Hebrew according to Ms. Ebr. 32.2 
to Sifré on Numbers,” Leshonenu 68 [2006], 227 [Hebrew]), as well as הֲלוֹא in Modern Hebrew (Ariel, 
“Discourse Markers,” 234).

52. Van Selms (“Halō”) argues that in such cases the speaker has phrased his answer or his announce-
ment as if it were known information for reasons of politeness (e.g., so as not to offend a king, who is 
supposed to be omniscient). This explanation seems farfetched and is not applicable to all instances of the 
clausal adverb, e.g., Jonathan’s speech to his servant in 1 Sam. 20:37 ([12] above). A similar explanation 
is offered by Brongers (“Some Remarks,” 178). His rendering of ֹהֲלא in such passages as Josh. 10:13 as 
“as you know” is surprising, considering the fact that these texts are otherwise exclusively third-person 
narratives.

53. See, e.g., Gen. 4:6–7, 37:13, 44:4–5; Judg. 4:14, 15:2; 1 Sam. 1:8; 2 Kgs. 6:32.
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The frequent association between justificational ֹהֲלא and known information can be 
explained as stemming not from a restriction on the use of the particle, but from a 
natural tendency to justify a claim on the basis of information already accepted by the 
addressee. Most instances of justificational הִנֵּה involve known information as well, 
although this particle is certainly not restricted to known information.

A different interpretation of ֹהֲלא is offered by Blau, who views the clausal adverb 
as a presentative, grouping it with הִנֵּה and הֵן “behold.”54 As shown above, a parallel 
between clausal adverb ֹהֲלא and הִנֵּה is attested in a broad variety of discourse con-
texts, including announcements, predictions, third-person narrative, and justifications. 
Although הִנֵּה is not found in the answers to questions, there is no apparent reason 
that a presentative could not be appropriately used in that context. The best pragmatic 
characterization of ֹהֲלא, therefore, appears to be a presentative particle. A matter for 
further research is the identification of the features shared by the various contexts in 
which both ֹהֲלא and הִנֵּה occur, and the identification of the kinds of contexts in which 
one or the other particles does not appear.

5. Conclusion
It has been shown that ֹהֲלא is non-interrogative when it occurs in a number of discourse 
contexts, including announcements, realizations, predictions, answers to questions, and 
third-person narrative. Justificational ֹהֲלא is frequently non-interrogative as well. The 
non-interrogative interpretation of ֹהֲלא in these contexts can generally be established on 
pragmatic and/or syntactic grounds. The clausal adverb ֹהֲלא is minimally characterized 
as a presentative particle the uses of which bears a striking resemblance to those of הִנֵּה.

54. Blau, Grammar, 105–6.


