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Summary of the paper and the project 

 

   In my paper ("On the Characterization of Qumran Hebrew: Spoken, Literary, and/or Conscious De-

viation?"), I take a critical look at some of the different approaches to the Hebrew language attested 

in the documents from Qumran. Some scholars have argued that Qumran Hebrew (QH) reflects a 

spoken language, while others maintain that it should be seen as a literary language standing in the 

biblical tradition. It is not always clear exactly what scholars have in mind when they talk about re-

flections of spoken language, i.e., whether such reflections are direct or indirect. A main concern 

throughout the paper is to show the speculative nature of many of the claims made about this question. 

We only have written sources, and it should be stressed that what we have access to most certainly is 

a literary language. Of course, the people who wrote the texts spoke some language in their daily, 

non-literary lives, but reflections from the spoken language in the literary language need not imply 

that these two language types shared the same basic linguistic system.  

   The main conclusion seems to be that there is some kind of reflection from a spoken Hebrew in the 

writings, but that a claim that this reflection is a direct one (which could directly show us how the 

writers spoke Hebrew) is unfounded and ultimately unprovable.  

   Further, I discuss the theory primarily associated with Schniedewind that QH is a sort of archaizing 

"antilanguage", consciously used by the writers to set themselves apart from other groups. The specu-

lative nature of such a claim about conscious decisions on the part of language users is rather evident 

in general, and all the special traits claimed to be conscious creations by the presumed sectarians can 

be explained otherwise. Still, the avoidance in some documents of certain linguistic phenomena that 

are attested in other documents seems to indicate some sort of conscious archaizing. However, this 

does not necessarily mean that this avoidance was a specific marker of sectarian identity rather than 

a more general usage showing how standard literary Hebrew was supposed to be written in the period. 

The main topic of my dissertation is the development of the Hebrew verbal system, and throughout 

the paper, my main interest is in phenomena connected to the use of verbs. A primary concern has 

been the attempt to find out whether or not it can be claimed that the spoken Hebrew of the period 

still used the so-called consecutive system, which is arguably the main characteristic of the classical 

Hebrew system, but which is no longer used in the Rabbinic writings. 
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   The general object of my project is a reconstruction of the development of the Hebrew verbal sys-

tem, from Proto-Semitic to the classical system found in (most of) the Old Testament and from there 

to the system found in the Rabbinic literature. This includes 1) the semantics of the verbal forms and 

the character of the system at the various stages of the language  (i.e., is tense, aspect, or mood the 

basic category most appropriate for describing the meaning of the forms?), and 2) the development 

and subsequent disuse of the consecutive system (i.e., how did this system – which is not attested in 

the same systematic way in other Semitic languages – originate, and how can we give a language-

internal explanation for its disuse in later Hebrew?).  

   A major part of the project is an examination of the use of the verbal system in the different corpora 

of texts at our disposal (inscriptions, the Old Testament, Qumran, Ben Sira, letters/contracts from the 

Bar Kokhba period, the Mishnah and other Rabbinic writings). Looking at the non-literary docu-

ments, the overall development is clear: The inscriptions use the classical system, while the letters 

etc. from the late period do not, using instead a system similar to the one found in Rabbinic Hebrew. 

The literary texts in the intervening period (mostly) use the classical system, but with varying degrees 

of interference of unclassical traits, and there is no necessary and direct connection between the date 

of a text and the linguistic phenomena attested. This is especially the case because the texts are often 

literary works of a religious character written in an archaizing style, and the question is even more 

complex because of the possibly long period of composition, redaction and transmission behind the 

texts that we have. Thus, we might have non-biblical documents from Qumran that exhibit a more 

archaic looking use of the verbal system than texts from the OT that must have been written much 

earlier, reflecting the writers' attempt to write in what they perceived to be a classical language. The 

present paper is part of the work I am doing on these questions. 


