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Abstract

In the context of establishing the pronominal dual forms of proto-Semitic, phi-
lologists sought for vestiges of such forms in different non-related branches of the
Semitic family of languages. This paper starts with an updated reconstruction of
the Proto-Semitic’s dual pronouns based on all the information at our hands,
and consequently examines the evidence proposed in the literature for vestiges of
these forms in the biblical consonantal text, especially the most recent support
made by Rendsburg. In a list of publications Rendsburg proposed to strengthen
this hypothesis by using statistical considerations. This paper will reject his con-
clusions and will refute his arguments by demonstrating that merely counting ex-
amples can be very misleading; either separately counting examples found in the
same biblical context with some unique dialectical features falsely increases the
number or, far worse, some examples should not even be considered at all since
there are other motivations for the use of their peculiar forms.*

Introduction

It is well known that special dual forms or their vestiges are rarely found
among the Semitic languages outside of the noun realm. Consequently, one

* This paper has been presented at the Harvard Semitic Workshop, October 2007. I wish
to thank the participants of this workshop for their productive comments. In addition,
I would like to thank Professor John Huehnergard and M.C.A Macdonald for reading this
paper and for their critical and useful comments.
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DUAL PRONOUNS IN SEMITICS 33

should ask whether those languages with dual forms in the pronoun and
the verbal system reflect the original stage of Proto-Semitic.1

Clearly, the more similar dual forms we find in different, non-related
branches of the Semitic family of languages, with the ability to reconstruct
a pro-Semitic form, the higher the chances that they are a reflection of the
original stage. Therefore, adherents of the theory that Proto-Semitic had
dual forms in nouns, pronouns, and verbs try to provide evidence that, in
fact, more languages had these forms. Thus, we should mention that, be-
sides Classical Arabic, cognate forms are found also in Ugratic,2 Akkadian,3

Ebla,4 Ancient North Arabian5 and Ancient6 and Modern South Arabian.7

In addition, in the larger Afroasiatic realm, Egyptian also had such forms.
This is the context in which our discussion is taking place, and in this

paper I wish to examine whether there are forms in Biblical Hebrew that
can attest to vestiges of old dual pronouns and verbal forms.

As there is no consensus regarding the proto-forms, and in fact all the
updated material about this was not gathered together8 I will start by taking
this task (section 1) and only then will move to the question regarding the
evidence from Biblical Hebrew (sections 2–3).

1 An answer in the affirmative would necessitate the assumption that these forms were lost
later in most of the other languages, (see, for example, Ewald 1870, §180, p. 475; the addition
in the 2nd edition of the English translation of Gesenius and Kautzsch 1910, §88g, pp. 246–
247 and Beer and Meyer 1952, §43, 2, p. 114) whereas an answer in the negative would entail
that those few languages with these forms display a later development generated by the force
of different analogies (this was the common idea among most of the earlier Semitic philolo-
gists. See inter alia Ewald 1827, §178, 3, p. 364 who believed that the dual in general, even in
the noun, is a late development in the Semitic languages; Bauer and Leander 1922, §63, p.
513). For a survey of the different opinions, see Fontinoy 1969, pp. 191–192. Another common
tool in the literature for this type of discussion is a typological cross-linguistic comparison. In
this context it is worth mentioning Renan 1928, pp. 423–425, who argued against the com-
parison regarding this topic, since each family of languages has a different nature. Although
Renan’s view and justifications are obviously not accepted today, however, the option of alter-
native courses of developments should always be kept in mind, as there is nothing that neces-
sitates parallel developments, especially in this type of discussion.

2 Gordon 1947, 6.6, 6.12, 6.21, 6.22, 6.35 (pp. 25–32); 9.4, 9.11 (pp. 58–64).
3 Whiting 1972 and 1977; Moran 1973; for the form in Sargonic Akkadian, see Hasselbach

2005, p. 149.
4 Fronzaroli 1990.
5 Macdonald 2004, pp. 506–507; However due to lack of vocalization definite evidence

can be found only in the Dadanitic dialect.
6 Beeston 1962, §21:2–3, p. 23; §37: 3–7; §38:1, pp. 46–47, and also Nebes and Stein

2004, pp. 462–464.
7 Johnstone 1970, p. 511.
8 Fontinoy 1969, collected most of the material known to us, however, more information

has been revealed since then.
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34 ELITZUR AVRAHAM BAR-ASHER

1. Vestiges of Independent and Suffix Pronouns in the Different Semitic
Languages and a Reconstruction of the Proto-Semitic Forms

Before surveying the data we should note that only Ugaritic and some
modern dialects of south Arabian have dual pronouns for 1st common dual,9

and there is a general consensus among scholars that this is probably a later
innovation.10 In addition in all the Semitic languages, dual pronouns are
not marked in terms of gender.11 Let us begin then by collecting the data we
have on the dual pronouns:

See tabel next page

Based on this information, it is plausible to assume the following para-
digm for the pronouns of Proto-Semitic:

Nominative Independent Gen (-acc)

2mp ?antum[±u] -kumu
2fp ?antin[±a/n  ˘a] -kina
2cd ?antuma -kumi *or –kumay
3mp sum[±u] -sumu
3fp sin[±a/n  ă] -sina
3cd suma -sumi *or –sumay

* This is an exclusive “or”.

The plural forms are based on what is accepted in the comparative Se-
mitic literature.12 Following the evidence from all the different languages it
is clear that the dual forms and the masculine plural forms constitute a
minimal pair either with a distinction in the existence or absence of a final
vowel or in its quality. But, what was the quality of the final vowel of the
dual form? In Arabic the final vowel is clearly /a/, and the forms in Ugaritic
and in most of the dialects of Ancient North Arabian [=ANA],13 and in

9 Regarding these forms, see Appleyard 1996, n. 8. It is possible that there is evidence for
such forms in Ebla as well, see Fronzaroli 1990, pp. 119–120, 123–123.

10 Wagner 1952, p. 232. It should be noted that from a typological point of view this distri-
bution is less regular as Siewierska 2004, pp. 95–96 noted that more often languages have
dual forms only for the 1st person, and not in the “Semitic” distribution.

11 This is another aspect in which the Semitic languages behave in a non-typical way.
Since cross-linguistically gender distinction is marked in the restricted number category. See,
Siewierska 2004, pp. 107–110.

12 For a full account, see inter alia Huehnergard 2002, pp. 56–67.
13 As Macdonald 2004, p. 507 noted, it is impossible to confirm whether the forms –hm

represent the pronoun –huma in Arabic, or a syncretism with the plural masculine pronoun.
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36 ELITZUR AVRAHAM BAR-ASHER

Ebla14 are compatible with such reconstructions as well. In Ancient South
Arabian [=ASA] and in one of the dialect of ANA we have the letter Y and
in Akkadian it ends with a vowel, either /i/ or /e/ (as the sign NI can be
read as either ni or ne). In the Modern South Arabian dialects (which are
not the decedents of the ancient dialects!) we find both variations. Thus,
we should start by addressing the question of what the forms in ASA, NSA
and Akkadian represent.

In fact for all these languages it is possible to consider the two options:
either an original *i or an original diphthong *ay for the following reasons.
Regarding Akkadian it is a phonological consideration since an /i/ in
Akkadian can reflect both options.15 Concerning ASA it is an orthographic
question since it is not clear as to how the letter Y should be read, as a con-
sonant or as a vowel;16 and similarly concerning ANA.17 Therefore it seems
impossible to conclude with the information at our hands between the two
options, and this is the reason for leaving both options in the above chart.

Following Hetzron’s principle of “archaic heterogeneity”, I assume that
the fact that we get different group of evidence in the various languages in-
dicates that probably the final vowel of the independent pronoun and that
of the genitive suffixes were not the same,18 and therefore I suggest that the
nominative pronoun had /u/ and the genitive had either /i/ or /ay/. In fact,
nothing prevents us from suggesting the opposite distribution, as there is
no language that ‘kept’ this proposed distinction. One positive reason re-
construct an /a/ as the final vowel for the nominative is the fact that in the
independent nominative 3rd person pronouns of the other number the final

14 See Fronzaroli 1990, who suggested that the final a-a can in fact indicate a final diph-
thong.

15 Regarding Akkadian, Whiting 1972, p. 32 n. 11, following the assumption that it was
originally *ay, suggests that in Assyrian the form would be: suneti, but he does not have evi-
dence for this; Hasselbach 2005, p. 149, n. 8, argues similarly that the dual form in Sargonic
Akkadian su4-ni-tu should be normalised as /suneti/. Her normalization relies on the assump-
tion that the original form had a final diphthong *ay, but since the sign NI itself can be read
as both /ni/ or /ne/, (as Hasselbach 2005, p. 106, herself noted) the facts are not conclusive in
favor of one of the options.

16 This is a long debate whether the letter Y should always be read as a consonant (Höfner
1943, §4: 10), or whether it may serves as mater lectionis (Leslau 1949, p. 98), and see also
Nebes and Stein 2004, pp. 458–459). In fact it should be mentioned that Robin 2001,
pp. 552–556, suggested evidence that a Y in these dialects can represent a long /a:/ as well.
However Michael Macdonald has informed me (p.c) that this hypothesis has not received
general acceptance.

17 Macdonals 2004, p. 495. Dadanitic is the only dialect in ANA that shows some indica-
tion of mater lectionis. However, so far the evidence for the use of Y as an /i/ vowel are not
definite see Drewes 1985, pp. 167–170) and in fact the results of the current discussion are
crucial for this question.

18 See also Tropper 2000, p. 228.
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DUAL PRONOUNS IN SEMITICS 37

vowel is similar to the vowel of the verbal suffix conjugation (which origi-
nally was a suffix nominative pronoun), and in the languages with attesta-
tions of the final vowel of the dual form of the 3rd person in the suffix con-
jugation, this vowel is always /a/.

If this is the case, Professor John Huehnergard (p.c.)19 believes that there
is an advantage to assume that the original ending for the oblique pronoun
was *ay, as in this case there will be a parallel between the case-endings of
the nouns and the pronouns [/a/ for nominative and /ay/ for the oblique
case]. In addition it should be mentioned that the dual pronouns in Earlier
Egyptian are ended with J, which probably indicates the consonant /y/.

Returning to the question that was posed at the beginning of this paper,
I believe that the ability to reconstruct such forms based on forms from dif-
ferent branches of the Semitic family of languages strengthens the opinion
that indeed there were proto-Semitic forms of the grammatical category of
dual pronouns. If indeed these forms reflect the proto-Semitic distribution,
it should be highlighted, for the purpose of our next discussion, that the
difference between the dual and the plural forms are mostly marked by the
vowels (quality or existence). As we will see, this is a crucial fact for the next
discussion about the evidence for these forms in Biblical Hebrew.

2. Is there Evidence for these Forms in Biblical Hebrew?

The simple answer to this question is clearly negative. However, one
should consider the option that these forms existed in Biblical Hebrew, but
were not represented in the Masoraic vocalisation.20 This can be expected in
our case, since as we learned in the previous discussion in many of the
forms the dual and the plural masculine forms were a minimal pair with a
single distinction in the final vowel, and, in turn, if this distinction was still
kept in Biblical Hebrew then this vowel in some forms should have been
later apocopated, and consequently the distinction between the forms has
been lost. In light of this possible syncretism, there was no way to distin-
guish later between the plural masculine forms and the dual forms. There-
fore, it might be the case that forms that seem to be plural were originally
dual. Clearly, the best support for this suggestion would be examples in
which the difference should have been preserved, and only subsequently to
explain the other forms by the above explanation.

19 See also Huehnergard 2004, p. 150.
20 Ginsberg 1934 is a classical work on how the consonantal text of the bible preserves ear-

lier stage of the language.
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38 ELITZUR AVRAHAM BAR-ASHER

Since 1952 the idea that vestiges of these forms are attested in the Bible
has been repeatedly suggested, often first accepted, and in most cases later
rejected.21 The proposal is that in the early stage in the case of feminine
forms the original distinction between the plural and the dual forms was
not merely vocalic, but also indicated by the consonants (/n/ for plural and
/m/ for the dual,)  and that these are the forms often found in the Bible.
Accordingly in numerous biblical occurrences when there are pairs of femi-
nine nouns in the text and there is a lack of agreement — a feminine plural
nominal antecedent is co-indexed with a masculine pronoun referring to it
or a feminine plural subject has a masculine verb — these should not be
regarded as plural with lack of agreement, but rather as representations of
the older dual forms agreeing with their dual antecedent.

For examples in Genesis 31:9 we find such forms when Jacob is speaking
with his two wives, Lea and Rachel:

י"ִן-לִֶּתַּיום ֶיכֲִבאה ְֵקנִת-מֶים אִֹהֱלל אֵַּצַּי"ו
“So God has taken away your father's livestock and has given them to me.”

In this context we encounter ֶםיכֲִבא  instead of the expected grammatical
form ןֶיכֲִבא .

Similar forms can be found in many places through the Bible inter alia:

ד' "ְֹאָדה מְָבי כִּכם ָאתַָּטְחוה, ָי ָרּבִּכָרה ֹמֲַעֹדם וְסַקת ֲַעה: 'זָהוְר יֶאמַֹּי"ו
“Then the LORD said, ‘The outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah is so
great and their sin so grievous” (Gen 18:20).

As cities, Sodom and Gomorrah, are referred to as feminine, and, there-
fore, the plural suffix pronoun at the end of ָםאתַָּטְחו  is explained, accord-
ingly, by the fact that these are a pair of cities.

ים"ִָּתּבם ֶָהל ֹשַַעַּיים, וִֹהֱלָאת-הֶאֹדת ְַּליְַמהְראּו ָי-יִי, ּכְִהַי"ו
“And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families of their own”
(Ex 1:21)

In Exodus 1:15 we are introduced to these two Hebrew midwives named
Shiphrah and Puah, thereby explaining the use of the masculine pronoun

ֶםָהל .

ֹבּטוַהם, ֶהָלּו ֲֹשַעום, ָֹתאוּנּו ְַעם וָֹתא אוָה-ּנָיאִֹצ, אוהּוֵש$ְַגילִה ּופָתּולְַּבי הִִּתבה ֵּנִ"ה
ם"ֶיכֵינְֵעּב “

21 Couprie 1952, p. 153; Christian 1953, p. 40, explained the ending ימו in biblical Hebrew
as a dual pronoun; Campbell 1975, p. 65; Fontinoy 1969, pp. 59–60 Cohen 1982.
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DUAL PRONOUNS IN SEMITICS 39

Look, here is my virgin daughter, and his concubine. I will bring them out
to you now, and you can use them and do to them whatever you wish.”
(Judges 19:24)

In this example the two characters of the story, the virgin daughter and
the concubine, are taken to be the reason for the pronouns ָםֹתאו  and םֶָהל .

ל,ֹעם ֶיהֲֵלעה ָלָא-עֹר לֶש$ֲאת, ֹלוָת עֹרוָי פְֵּתּוש$ת, ֶָחה אָָדש$ֲה חָָלֲגּו עֹשֲַעה, ְקחּו וַָּתְעו
ה"ְָתיַָּבהם ֵֶריהֲַחֵאם מֶיהֵנְּבם ֶתֹיבֵש$ֲַהה, וָָלֲגָעת ּבֹרוַָּפת-הֶם אְֶרּתֲַסַאו

"Now then, get a new cart ready, with two cows that have calved and have
never been yoked. Hitch the cows to the cart, but take their calves away and
pen them up” (I Sam 6:7)

The suffix pronouns in ֶםיהֵנְם, ּבֶיהֲֵלע  and םֵֶריהֲַחֵאמ  refer back to the pair of
cows mentioned earlier.

According to this proposal, all of these examples are not cases of a lack of
agreement, as assumed in the literature, but, in fact, are preservations of
original forms lost elsewhere in the Bible. This might be a crucial question
for Biblical scholarship — as it might be a significant tool for the dating of
the certain texts. If we assume that a lack of agreement reflects a later stage
(a problematic assumption by itself ), then it becomes crucial to determine
whether these are distorted forms, or rather vestiges of old dual forms, in
which case they may even be an indication of an earlier date of the writing
of the text.22

More recently this suggestion has been developed by Rendsburg in sev-
eral papers,23 but despite its appeal, as it will become clear, there are a few
methodological problems with this theory.

First, aforementioned forms appear next to other forms in which the al-
leged dual forms do not occur.24 For example, we encounter next to the ex-
ample from Genesis 31:9 the following regular feminine forms:

ָהָיי הִָבי אֵֹהאלֵם וֹש$ְִלל ש$ְֹמתִי ּכַלֵּנּו אֶינֵי אִּכן ֶיכֲִבאי ֵנְת-ּפֶי אִֹכנָה אֶ'ֹראן: ֶָהלר ֶאמַֹּי"ו
ת-ֶף אִלֱֶחְהי וִל ּבֵֶתהן ֶיכֲִבַאן וֶיכֲִבאת-ֶי אְִדּתַָבי עִֹחל-ּכְָכי ּבִּכן ְֶּתַדעְה יָנֵַּתְאוִדי ִָּמע

ֲֹשי עְִרּתְֻּכַֹשמ ִדי"ָּמִַרע עָהְים לִֹהֱל אֹנוְָתא נְֹלים וִנֶֹרת מֶ
“He said to them, ‘I see that your father's attitude toward me is not what it
was before, but the God of my father has been with me. You know that I've
worked for your father with all my strength, yet your father has cheated me
by changing my wages ten times. However, God has not allowed him to
harm me’ “ (Gen 31:5–7).

22 See, for example, the discussion in Campbell 1975, pp. 23–26
23 Rendsburg 1980, 1982 and 2001.
24 For a similar criticism, see Bush 1996, pp. 75–76.
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40 ELITZUR AVRAHAM BAR-ASHER

Similarly in Zechariah 5:9–10 we find the alleged dual forms:

ֶֹּשָא"ו םֶיהְֵפַנכְּב ַרּוחְת וֹאוְֹציוים ִש$ָם נִַיּתְש$ה ִֵּנְהֶרא וֵָאי וַינֵא עָ ְָךְאלַַּמל-הֶר אַֹמָאו ...
ה"ָיפֵאָת-הֶת אֹכוִֹלמוה ֵָּמהה ָָני אִר ּבֵבַֹּדה

“Then I looked up—and there before me were two women, with the wind
in their wings... "Where are they taking the basket?" I asked the angel who
was speaking to me” (Zec 5:9–10).

But these are placed next to the expected fenimine independent pro-
noun:

יָדה"ִסֲַחי הְֵפנְַכם ּכִיַָפנְכה ָּנֵָהְלו"
“They had wings like those of a stork" (Zec 9)

However, this criticism can easily be dismissed by arguing that the so-
called “regular forms” are results of a later change. This later amendments
would have involved the text being ‘mistakenly’ corrected according to the
regular paradigms, which probably had become the accepted grammatical
forms at the time of the alleged change.

A second, stronger counter-argument is that these forms also occur with
feminine plural forms in cases that are clearly not dual. Based on this juxta-
position of forms, the case has been made that these are examples of a dif-
ferent phenomenon: the tendency for a leveling of forms in the paradigm,
creating a syncretism in 3rd plural forms. Thus, instead of having the ex-
pected feminine forms, the masculine forms were used.25 For example, we
encounter masculine plural pronoun forms in the case of the five daughters
of Zelophehad:

ת-ֶ אְָרּתֲַבַעְהום ֶיהֲִבאי ֲֵחְך אֹתוְה ּבֲָלַחת נַֻּזֲחאם ֶָהלן ִֵּתן ּתָֹתֹרת נְבֹד ּדְָחָפלְת צֹנוְן, ּבֵ"ּכ
ן"ֶָהן לֶיהֲִבאת ַלֲַחנ

"What Zelophehad's daughters are saying is right. You must certainly give
them property as an inheritance among their father's relatives and turn their
father's inheritance over to them” (Num 27:7)

Rendsburg admits that such a phenomenon is relatively common in the
Bible, as it is in many other Semitic languages, but in his mind it represents
the colloquial language.  Therefore, in a response to this criticism,26 he em-
phasises the distinction between two groups of forms, which are suspected
of lack of agreement:

25 This is the major criticism of Blau 1988 against Rendsburg’s proposal.
26 Rendsburg 2001.
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DUAL PRONOUNS IN SEMITICS 41

A) Those cases in which the feminine antecedents and subjects are plu-
ral. In this case we are dealing with gender neutralization, a feature of
colloquial Hebrew (and of colloquial varieties of other Semitic lan-
guages as well, most notably Arabic);

B) Those cases in which the feminine antecedents and subjects are dual.
In this case we have evidence for a vestigial usage of dual pronouns
and verbs in ancient Hebrew.27

Following this division, the question remains as to how it can be proven
that group B should be treated independently of group A, and not, in fact,
just a random sub-group of A?

Rendsburg makes his claim based on the use of statistical tools. Accord-
ing to him, there are 52 instances of situation ‘B’ versus either 91 or 110 in-
stances of situation ‘A’. This is an approximate ratio of 2:1. Compared to
this, the ratio between the instances of feminine plural common nouns and
the instances of feminine dual common nouns is 4:1.28 Thus, the gap be-
tween the two ratios indicates that the high number of the total instances of
group ‘B’ must be a result of another cause, and not merely as a sub-group
of group ‘A’. Consequently, Rendsburg claims that by using such a math-
ematical tool his theory is based on strong probability and garners scientific
legitimacy.

In the following section I will demonstrate how such a tool can be mis-
leading, In doing so, I intend to give a general warning to philologists re-
garding the efficacy of counting examples and using them for simple calcu-
lation in statistical analysis.

3. Evaluating the Evidence

Among the instances of group ‘B’ a significant number are from Exodus
chapters 28–30, Ruth 1, and the book of Ezekiel. I would like to demon-
strate that a careful examination will indicate that there are peculiar phe-
nomena in each of these contexts which necessitate the appearance of the
apparent masculine forms without actually indicating the early existence of
dual pronouns and verbs.

27 Rendsburg 2001, p. 29.
28 See Rendsburg pp. 33–35 for a more accurate account of the calculation of the exact

ratio.
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Exodus chapters 28–30

In this unit we find numerous examples with feminine dual antecedents
co-indexed by masculine plural pronouns. It should be mentioned that
these examples stand at the heart of some discussions regarding the date of
the Priestly source:29

ִֹשי יֵנְת ּבֹמוְש$ם ֶיהֲֵלע ְָּתַחּתִם ּופַֹהי-ש$ֵנְַבאי ְֵּתש$ת-ֶ אְָּתַקחְָל"ו ל"ֵָראְ
"Take two onyx stones and engrave on them the names of the sons of Israel"
(28:9)

ִֹשי יֵנְת ּבְֹמל-ש$ַעים ִָנבֲָאי הְֵּתש$ת-ֶח אַַּתפְם ּתָֹתי חֵּתּוחִן ּפֶֶבַרש$ אָה חֵֹשֲַע"מ תַֹּבֻסל מֵָראְ
ֲֹשעַב ּתָָהת זֹצוְְּבש$ִמ "םָֹתאה ֶ

“Engrave the names of the sons of Israel on the two stones the way a gem
cutter engraves a seal. Then mount them in gold filigree settings” (28:11)

ָֹשְע"ו ן"ֶש$ַֹחת הֹי ְקצוֵנְל-ש$ַעם ָֹתא ְָּתַמְֹשב וָָהת זֹעוְַּבטי ְֵּתש$ ָיתִ
“Make two gold rings and attach them to the other two corners of the
breastpiece” (28:26)

ָֹשְע"ו "םָֹתאה ַָּתָתְנב וָָהת זֹעוְַּבטי ְֵּתש$ ָיתִ

 “Make two more gold rings and attach them” (28:27)

At first glance, these examples seem to be a strong support for
Rendsburg’s theory. However, a careful reading of the larger context will
indicate that this is a very weak endorsement for the theory. In fact in chap-
ters 25–30 of Exodus there is not even a single example of the object marker
with the 3rd feminine plural suffix pronoun. It should be noted that these
chapters are a discrete textual unit which contains the instructions of how
to build the tabernacle. In this unit the pronoun ָםֹתא  is always used even
for feminine objects that number more than two, as it can be seen in the
following examples:

ָֹשְע"ו ֲֹשעַר ּתֹהוָב טָָהזן ֵָהּבְך ַֻּסר יֶש$ֲיו אָֹתּיִַּקנְיו ּומָֹתֹויו ּוְקשָֹתַּפְכיו וָֹרתְָע ּקָיתִ "םָֹתאה ֶ
“And make its plates and dishes of pure gold, as well as its pitchers and
bowls for the pouring out of offerings” (Ex 25:29).

ֲֹשעַן ּתְָּכש$ִַּמת-הְֶא"ו ֲֹשַעים מִֻרבְי ּכִָנת ש$ַַעֹלְתן וָָמְרּגְַאת וֵֶלְכר ּותְָזש$ָש$ מֵש$ת ִֹריעְר יֶֹשֶעה ֶ הֵ
ֲֹשעַב, ּתֵש$ֹח "םָֹתאה ֶ

“Make the tabernacle with ten curtains of finely twisted linen and blue, pur-
ple and scarlet yarn, with cherubim worked into them by a skilled crafts-
man” (Ex 26:1).

29 See Rensburg 1980; 2001, pp. 35–39; Blenkinsopp 1996.
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Feminine plural pronouns appear only three times when a full variation
of the pronoun appears, i.e. when it contains the original consonant /h/,
and after certain prepositions:

ָֹשְע"ו ם"ָֹתה אֶֹשֲַער ּתֹהוָב טָָהזן ֵָהּבְך ַֻּסר יֶש$ֲיו אָֹתִּיַּקנְיו ּומָֹתֹויו ּוְקשָֹתַּפְכיו וָֹרתְָע ּקָיתִ
“And make its plates and dishes of pure gold, as well as its pitchers and
bowls for the pouring out of offerings” (25:29).

"ןֶיהֲֵלער ֶש$ֲב אֵֶלחַת-הְֶאת וֹיְָלּכַהי ֵּתְש$ת ְֵא"ו
“both kidneys with the fat on them" (29:13, 22).

Needless to say, that in two out of the three examples the antecedent is
actually dual. This careful reading reveals that we should not count all these
examples as a clear indication of the use of dual pronouns. It is clear that in
the dialect reflected in this source the option of the "אותן" combination was
not available, either in the plural or in the dual forms and according to the
evidence in these chapters was not always used with other prepositions as
well.

Ruth 1

A stronger evidence for Rendsburg would have been if he had found a
source in which there are both plural feminine entities and pairs of entities
and that the lack of the regular “grammatical” agreement is found only
when the dual forms are expected. In fact it could be suggested that this is
the case in the book of Ruth,30 in which, on the one hand, there are many
instances of a lack of agreement when the antecedent is a couple of women
and, on the other hand, none when the antecedent is plural with more than
two members:

) "יעשה ַֹשַעי ֶםָכלה ָהוְן יִֵּתִדי יִָּמְעים וִתֵַּמם-הִעם ֶיתֲִֹשער ֶש$ֲַאד ּכֶסֶחם ֶכִָּמעה ָהוְי (
ּה"ָיש$ִית אֵה ּבָּש$ִה אָנּוחְ מָאןְֶצּומ

“May the LORD show kindness to you, as you have shown to your dead
and to me. May the LORD grant that each of you will find rest in the home
of another husband (1: 8–9)"

In this context, Naomi is speaking with her two daughters-in-law, Ruth
and Orpah, and using the masculine pronouns in the forms: ֶםָכּמִע  and ם,ֶָכל
and in the verbal form: ֶםיתֲִֹשע .

In another context, when Boaz speaks with Ruth he uses feminine forms
when he is referring to the servant girls in general:

30 See, for example, Tropper 1992, pp. 206–207.
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ְֹשֹקט ּבְלִי לְִכלֵל-ּתַי אִִּת ּבְּתַַעָמא ש$ֹלוֲ"ה ִקיןְָדּבִה תְֹכה וֶּזִבּוִרי מֲעַא תֹם לְַגר וֵַחֶדה אָ
ִריםְָעַּנת-הֶי אִיתִּוִא צֹלוֲהן ֵֶריהֲַחא ְְּתַכלְָהרּון וְֹקצִר-יֶש$ֲֶדה אַָֹּשְך ּבִַיינֵי עָֹרתֲַעם-נִע

ְך"ְֵעָגי נְִּתִלְבל
"My daughter, listen to me. Don't go and glean in another field and don't
go away from here. Stay here with my servant girls. Watch the field where
the men are harvesting, and follow along after them. I have told the men not
to touch you. And whenever you are thirsty, go and get a drink from the
water jars the men have filled." (2: 8–9)

Although there are not examples of plural feminine nouns (with more
than two members) with masculine agreement, there are still examples of
dual antecedents with regular feminine pronouns.31 While Rendsburg
might take these examples as exceptions, a careful reading will indicate that
in fact all of these examples can be explained in a different way, ruling them
out as cases of dual pronouns and verbal forms.

In another paper,32 I demonstrated that in the book of Ruth the language
spoken by the women is marked with the use of a phonological phenom-
enon.33 According to this suggestion, in all the verbal forms and pronouns
that end with one of the nasal consonants /m/ or /n/, the original /m/ is
represented with the letter נ and the original /n/ with מ. Presumably this
was chosen as a spoken language marker, since in this dialect there was a
neutralization of the difference between the two consonants in the final
position. This phenomenon is well known from a later stage of Hebrew, i.e.
Mishnaic Hebrew.

Following this explanation, it becomes clear why the lack of agreement is
found only in forms that end with final /n/ and not with other forms, and
it demonstrates a clear distribution between the ‘grammatical’ and the ‘non-
grammatical’ forms. The grammatical forms appear in the narrative part of
the text, while the non-grammatical forms occur only in the direct speech.
In addition, this proposal explains the fact that we find next to this lack of
agreement a different one in the opposite direction, in which feminine
forms appear with masculine antecedents:

דַה עְָרנֵּבְַֹשּתן ֵָהֲלהים ִָני בְִדּתַָלם יְַגיש$ וְִאה לְָליַַּלי הִיתִיָם הַה ּגְָקוִי תִש$-לֶי יְִרּתַָמי אִ"ּכ
יש$"ְִאת לֹיוֱי הְִּתִלבְה לֵָנָגֵעּתן ֵָהלֲהלּו ְָּדִגר יֶש$ֲא

“Even if I thought there was still hope for me—even if I had a husband to-
night and then gave birth to sons- would you wait until they grew up?
Would you remain unmarried for them? " (1:12–13)

31 See, for example, two instances in 1, 9.
32 Bar-Asher 2008.
33 After the publication of Bar-Asher (2008), Jamison (2008) demonstrated a similar phe-

nomenon in the hymns of the Rig Veda in Sanskrit.
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The two instances of the feminine pronoun ןֵָהל  are clearly referring to
the potential sons. In that paper I suggest another example of a similar phe-
nomenon in the book of Ruth, and mentioned similar examples in other
biblical books.

If I am right in my proposal, all the examples from the book of Ruth
should not be counted in Rendsburg’s statistical calculation, as they are
clearly evidence for another linguistic phenomenon.

Ezekiel

Finally, the book of Ezekiel exhibits similarities to what has been noted
earlier regarding Exodus 25–30. There are four examples of alleged dual
forms from chapter 13, and, as Rendsburg himself indicates, in Ezekiel 1–26
there are many examples of a lack of agreement among the feminine forms.
These examples probably attest to either the underlying dialect of the text,
to the writing style of its author, and/or to a certain stage of the book’s
transition.

By carefully examining the examples in their larger contexts, it becomes
obvious that merely counting examples and using their number for a statis-
tic calculation can lead to misleading results. Many of these examples just
happen to be instances of dual entities in contexts in which, for different
reasons, the standard Biblical Hebrew grammar’s rules of agreement were
not kept. This is due in part to the general syncretism of the masculine and
feminine forms, and in part to the choice of a phonological form to mark
the spoken language. It, therefore, is only coincidental that most of the fe-
male characters in these contexts appeared in pairs.

 4. Conclusions

After suggesting an updated reconstruction for the dual pronouns of
Proto-Semitic, I examined the suggestion that vestiges of dual verbal forms
and pronouns are evident in the biblical text, and especially the recent argu-
ments made by Rendsburg for supporting this hypothesis. I concluded that
it is based on very weak evidence. As noted by Blau, all the examples which
Rendsburg considered to be proofs for his theory can be taken as instances
of the general phenomenon of syncretism between the 3rd plural feminine
and masculine forms, a common phenomenon cross linguistically and par-
ticularly in Biblical Hebrew. In responding to Blau’s criticism Rendsburg
argued that statistical analysis strengthened his hypothesis. This paper,
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therefore, is a response to Rendsburg’s response. I have attempted to dem-
onstrate that merely counting examples can be very misleading; either sepa-
rately counting examples found in the same biblical context falsely increases
the number or, far worse, some examples should not even be considered at
all since there are other motivations for the use of their peculiar forms.
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