The Syntax of Elliptical Comparative Constructions

Cynthia L. Miller (Madison, USA)

0 Introduction

Comparative statements in Biblical Hebrew encompass a wide range of construc-
tions, involving a variety of comparative words, such as the prepositions 2 and 1,
as well as 12, IWRD, and 72." In describing comparative clauses, the standard refer-
ence grammars have generally focused on constructions in which both halves of the
comparison are fully articulated, as in (1), where the first half of the comparison is
introduced with 2R > and the second half with 1=

(1) Isa 66:22
“:IB‘D oMb ney IR R nwInn Y'IR"Tﬁ owInn D‘?“W'i YRD D
0N DO Y 13 MINTON
For as the new heavens and the new earth, which I am making, remain before me,
says the LORD; so your descendants and your name shall remain.

However, in many comparative sentences, the comparison is reduced in some way,
requiring the hearer or reader to supply the missing information, as in (2):

(2) Deut 5:14b2 :
TT2Y 1) AL L IRRTIRY) THIT I AR PRO5S mpyn 85
TRD TORN

. You shall not do any work, you and your son and your daughter and yur male
servant and your female servant ... so that your male servant and your female servant

may rest as you [rest].

The preposition plus pronominal suffix, ﬂﬂfl?, stands for a clause in which the verb
has been deleted.? The pronominal suffix on the preposition must be understood as
the subject of the elided clause, even though in the surface syntax it is the object

This paper was presented at the Linguistics and Biblical Hebrew Section of the Society of Biblical
Literature (Philadelphia, 2005). The research was supported by grants from the Graduate School
of the University of Wisconsin-Madison and by the Ettinger Family Foundation.

I See the discussions in Jolion-Muraoka 1993:§§133g-h, 174; Waltke and O’Connor
1990:202-205; Meyer 1992:442-43; Ewald 1891:279-82; Brockelmann 1956:104-105;
Brensinger 1996:152—74 on the syntactic patterns of similes within the prophetic books; and
especially the comprehensive analysis in Jenni 1994 on comparisons with the preposition 2.
Portions of verses are referred to by “a” or “b”, indicating material before or after the
‘athnah, respectively, and by a number indicating the clause. For example, “10al” indicates
the first clause in the first half of verse 10.

See Buccellati 1976 for a similar understanding of Akkadian comparisons as involving under-
lying clauses with some elements “deleted.”
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of the preposition. In (3), however, a clause is similarly reduced, but now the same
pronominal suffix represents the object of the elided clause:

(3) Lev 19:18a3

... and you shall love your neighbor as [you love] you(rself) ...

Our interpretation of the pronominal suffixes in (2) and (3) as embedded subject or
object, respectively, crucially depends upon the syntactic reconstruction of the ellip-
tical portion of the comparison.*

While it is clear that the comparisons introduced with the preposition 2 in (2) and (3)
involve syntactic ellipsis, other comparative expressions do not.5 Consider the com-
parison represented by the prepositional phrase D2, in (4):

(4) Isa58:1a2
... 92%P 077 DD
Like a ram’s horn raise your voice.
cf. *Like [one raises] a ram’s horn raise your voice.

In this case, restoring the comparison syntactically is not possible (as indicated above
by the asterisk), since in the Bible the action of sounding the ram’s horn is described
with the verb ‘blow’ (VPP) rather than with the verb ‘raise’ (2°777). Instead, the
comparison in (4) must be supplied semantically — raise your voice so that it pro-
claims the message loudly, just as a ram’s horn would.”

Nonetheless, prepositional phrases headed by 2 in surface structures that are pre-
cisely identical to that in (4) (viz., prepositional phrase, verb, object) may be the re-
sult of syntactic ellipsis, as illustrated in (5):

Notice that in English, the pronominal forms in comparisons reflect the underlying sentence
roles of subject and object. Lees (1961:174-75) uses this fact to argue that comparative con-
structions are derived from two underlying, symmetrical sentences (cf. 7 know him better than
she [knows him] and I know him better than [he knows] her).

Jenni (1994:28) describes another type of comparison which does not involve ellipsis,
namely, cases where the prepositional phrase with O modifies a noun phrase, in much the
same way as a relative clause. He cites Neh 6:11a naa ‘J‘If:;-) R ‘should a man like me
flee?” No ellipsis is involved; that is, the sentence is not *‘should a man [flee] like I flee?’
Ungrammatical sentences, following standard linguistic practice, are preceded by an asterisk.
Drawing from Napoli’s discussion of comparatives (1983:686-87), compare the following
English sentences containing comparisons with /ike: (a) Mary eats like a tornado [*eats]; (b)
Mary eats like a bear does. The sentence in (a) involves a comparison between a sentence and
the noun phrase constituent following /ike. The sentence in (b) involves a comparison
between a sentence and another sentence involving deletion following /ike.
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(5) Isa 42:13a2 ’ :
L TIRIP W NN BIND ...
Like a warrior [stirs up his fury], he stirs up his fury.

In this verse, God is said to stir up his fury like a warrior stirs up his fury. The noun
phrase ﬂ?;fj‘??; &R within the prepositional phrase is the subject of the elided
clause.

We can more clearly demonstrate that an elided clause may underlie comparative
sentences (as is the case in [5]) when where more than one constituent of the elided
clause remains, as in (6):

(6) Isa 59:10al i
- TP DY MY
We grope like blind men [grope] a wall.

The noun 7P ‘a wall’ must relate to the action of the blind men and not to the meta-
phorical action of the people of Israel. In other words, 7" is the object of the elided
verb; it is not the object of the explicit verb.?

In this paper, | consider syntactically reduced comparative constructions; I will not
consider further here comparative constructions such as (4), which require a semantic
interpretation.® Rather, I am interested in exploring the various syntactic patterns of
ellipsis that are found in comparative constructions involving the preposition 2.10

For additional examples in which a constituent following the prepositional phrase must relate
to the elided verb include Isa 38:19a (21" ’Jﬁf;; ﬂ‘ﬁ" R 97 °07 “the living, the living —
they praise you as 1 [praise you] today’); Isa 60:8 (2°17"27 M"DIVR 2V ,'IL;J{';"‘?;
ua*nh‘g;;g"ak; ‘Who are these flying like a cloud [flies] / like doves [fly] to their coops’);
Mic 4:12b (71372 7"2Y2 0¥ °2 “for he will gather them like [one gathers] sheaves to the
threshing floor).

Isa 53:2al-2 requires a more nuanced analysis: 713 Y‘IRD W?ﬁ?:j 'L";Q‘? P2 521 ‘and
he grew like a young plant [grows] before him and like a root [grows] from dry ground’. It is
clear that the prepositional phrase in a2 (‘from dry ground’) must relate to the elided verb
within the reduced comparative clause, rather than to the main clause. It is less clear whether
the prepositional phrase in al (‘before him’) relates to the activity of the servant’s growth be-
fore God (i.e., the prepositional phrase relates to the verb in the main clause) or to the activity
of the plant (i.e., the prepositional phrase relates to the elided verb in the reduced comparative
clause).

Although many of the comparative constructions examined here may semantically be classi-
fied as similes, there does not seem to be any syntactic difference between non-figurative
comparisons and figurative similes. For a linguistic definition of simile and its application to
biblical Hebrew poetry, see Long 1993, esp. 64—67.

10" The data for this paper are drawn largely, but not exclusively or exhaustively, from Isaiah.
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1.0 Comparative ellipsis on the phrasal level

I begin with comparative constructions that involve ellipsis at the level of the phrase,
rather than the clause.!! We have already seen that the lengthened form of the
preposition, 123, may form part of a reduced clausal construction, as in (2) and (3)
above. It may also form part of a reduced phrasal construction, as in (7):

(7) Num 23:10b2 A
RPN M
... and may my end be like his [end].

In this case, the head of the noun phrase N7 has been deleted from the compara-
tive phrase and only the possessive pronoun remains. O’Connor describes this kind
of ellipsis as “blitz” (1980:122).12

A structurally similar example occurs in (8), where the head of the noun phrase has
been deleted and only the free member of the construct phrase remains (Williams
1976:§583):

(8) Psa 18:34a
nibawp "o17 Mg
He makes my legs like [the legs of] the deer.

We must understand that the construct noun “i?;'j has been deleted within the prepo-
sitional phrase.!? The syntactic process of deletion in both of these examples is the
same: the head noun of a phrase is deleted when it is preceded by a lexically identical
noun. !4

In some cases, the comparative phrase occurs in the middle of the main clause, as in
(9):15

(9) Psa 92:11a
RO Rk
You raised, like [the horns of] wild oxen, my horn.
a.  (unattested sentence)  *you raised my [horn] like the horns of wild oxen.
b.  (underlying order) you raised my horn like [the horns of] wild oxen.

In distinguishing phrasal comparatives from clausal comparatives, I am not offering any argu-

ment that the phrases are base-generated as opposed to being derived from underlying clauses

through syntactical ellipsis. On the distinction, see Hazout 1995:1-2.

12 See also Jer 50:9b.

2 Sam 22:34 is identical in the qere; the kethiv has 1°37. A similar constuction occurs in

Hab 3:19.

14 See Judg 13:6 for an example without ellipsis: D‘fl%l;sa 185?3 it Jlek) anisjm ‘and his
appearance is like the appearance of an angel of God.’

15 Hos 14:7 17311 M2 "1™ ‘and will be like [the beauty of] the olive tree his beauty’ and

'['1};%):;) 5 71 “and his fragrance (will be) like [the fragrance of] Lebanon’.
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There are no examples in which backwards ellipsis of a head noun occurs, as hypo-
thetically illustrated in (9a). In other words, there are no examples where the deleted
portion appears before its antecedent. Therefore, we assume that ellipsis of a head
noun must be forwards and not backwards.!® As a result, deletion of the construct
noun J7)2 must have occurred when the constituents were ordered as in (9b). After
deletion, the reduced comparative phrase moved to the center of the main clause
between the verb D701 and its object "172. As we will see below, it is quite com-
mon in poetry for the reduced comparative construction to move to the center of the
clause. This example is also important for what it shows about the constraints on
identity between the elided noun and its antecedent: there must be categorial identity
(the same word class, here both are nouns); lexical identity (the same word); and
structural identity (the head of a noun phrase). However, the elided noun and its an-
tecedent need not be identical in number — in (9), the antecedent is singular and the
elided noun is plural.!”

2.0 Comparative ellipsis on the clausal level

Ellipsis on the clausal level involves many more complexities than ellipsis on the
phrasal level. As background to the discussion, it is important to consider compara-
tive sentences in which the preposition 2 introduces a non-reduced clause with a
finite verb, as in (10):

(10) Psa 42:2 y
DIOR TOPR 900 W1 12 DIRTRPER OV 1980 DI85
As a deer longs for streams of water, so my soul longs for you, O God.

The comparative clause is introduced with 3 and the main clause is introduced with
12. Note that finite verbs from the same root appear in both parts of the sentence.
The use of a finite verb within the comparative portion of the sentence introduced
with the preposition D is not frequent. More commonly a reduced verbal form, typi-
cally an infinitive, is found, as in (11):

(11) Isa 10:14a2-3 :
"MBON N YIRTOD NI2LY 033 FOKD)
... and like gathering abandoned eggs, all the earth | gathered ...

The infinitive construct F)OR in the comparative clause is lexically related to the
finite verb "MDON in the main clause. An infinitive construct is especially used in

16 For a description of forwards and backwards ellipsis and the constraints on each in Biblical
Hebrew, see Miller 2003 and Miller forthcoming.

For additional argumentation concerning constraints on ellipsis in Biblical Hebrew, see Miller
forthcoming.
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order to avoid specifying the agent of the comparative clause. (Note also that ]2 does
not introduce the main clause.) We can now compare (11) to (12):

(12) Isa 49:26a2 _
JNRW DR 00N
... and like [drinking] wine, their blood they will drink ...

The syntax in (11) and (12) is precisely identical, except that the underlying infini-
tive construct has been deleted in (12) to leave only the object ‘wine’ in the reduced
comparative clause.

In some reduced comparative sentences, a noun that is cognate to the verb is used in
the comparison rather than a verbal form, as in (13):

(13) Isa 17:13al
1INRG 027 0 1IRYD ORD
Nations, like the roar of many waters, roar ...
a. (hypothetical, reduced) ]’iRl’Zj", == Hel) D"msl?
Nations, like many waters, roar.
b. (correct underlying) Nations, like many waters [roar (V)], roar (V).

c. (impossible underlying) *Nations, like [the roar (N) of] many waters, roar (V).

In the biblical example, a comparison is made between the roaring action of the na-
tions and the roaring sound of many waters. Let us suppose, however, that we en-
countered a reduced comparative construction like that in (13a). Because ellipsis
requires both lexical and categorial identity between the deleted item and its antece-
dent, we must understand the underlying structure to be that in (13b) in which both
the deleted item and its antecedent are verbs. An underlying structure like that in
(13c), where the antecedent is a verb, but the deleted item is a noun is syntactically
impossible. A sentence very close to (13b) is attested:

(14) Isa 17:12a ;
RN DM MRS 23 QMY 1N MR
Ah! The roar of many peoples, like seas roar (infinitive), they roar.

The reduced comparative clause has the infinitive ﬂmf], from the same lexical root
as the finite verb 11°727]? in the main clause.!$

We are now ready to examine the clausal patterns of comparative ellipsis involving
the preposition D in which minimally the verb has been deleted and ordinarily only
one constituent remains.

It is quite striking that reduced comparative clauses appear in three positions with
respect to the main clause, namely, at the end of the main clause, at the beginning of

13 For another similar example, see Jer 6:23a4: MR 073 D'?‘ip “Their voice, like the sea,
roars’. For evidence that the verb 17277 may have waters as the subject, see Ps 46:4; for evi-
dence that nations may be the subject, see Ps 46:7, 83:3.
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the main clause, and in the middle of the main clause. We begin with instances in
which the reduced comparative clause is after the main clause, that is, it is in its
original location.

When the reduced comparative clause is in final position, the comparative clause
may have additional remaining constituents, as we saw in (6) above, where both
subject and verb remain. Similarly, in (15), the underlying verb has been deleted,
leaving two additional constituents, a noun phrase and a prepositional phrase:1?

(15) Isa 17:13b1 _
MAT™I05 8297 PR3 AT
and it is driven like chaff [is driven] (on) the mountains before the wind.

The additional material that remains within the comparative clause probably contrib-
utes to its location at the end of the main clause — cross-linguistically, phonologically
“heavier” constituents tend to occur at the ends of sentences. Furthermore, in final
position, the reduced comparative clause is easiest to process, since the antecedent
always precedes the deleted item. Nonetheless, in most cases, the comparative clause
in final position consists only of a single constituent in the surface syntax, as in (16):

(16) Isa 49:18b3
M922 0PN
... and you will bind them on like a bride [binds them on]

When the reduced comparative clause is in initial position, deletion ordinarily re-
moves all of the embedded clause except for one nominal constituent, as in (17):

(17) Isa 40:11al
YTy npas
Like a shepherd, he shepherds his flock.

Only the subject, T¥7 ‘a shepherd’, remains within the reduced comparative
clause.? The placement of the comparative clause at the beginning of the main
clause means that on the surface structure the embedded subject, ‘a shepherd’, can
share the object and verb of the main clause. This arrangement makes the sentence as
a whole much easier to process.

Less frequently, more than one constituent may remain when the reduced compara-
tive clause is in initial position, as in (18):

19 See also Isa 17:13b2; 38:19a; 59:10al.

20 Although in isolation the sentence in (17) could be understood without ellipsis (i.e., ‘like a
shepherd shepherds his flock ...”), such an understanding is not likely in light of the fol-
lowing lines, which describe additional actions of God that are like those of a shepherd.
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(18) Isa 63:13b
15%2* KD 1373 0103
Like a horse in the wilderness they do not stumble.
a. Like a horse [does not stumble] in the wilderness, they do not stumble.
b. Like a horse (which is) in the wilderness [does not stumble], they do not stumble.

In this remarkable example, the negative particle plus the verb have been deleted
from the comparative clause. It is not clear, however, how the prepositional phrase
M27I2 (‘in the wilderness” or ‘in the open country”) relates to the internal syntax of
the reduced comparative clause. Should it be considered an adjunct of the deleted
verb (i.e., ‘as a horse [does not stumble] in the open country’), as in (18a)? Or should
it be considered a bare relative clause that modifies the subject (i.e., ‘as a horse [that
is] in the open country [does not stumble]’), as in (18b). Fortunately, the semantic
difference between these two syntactic readings is not very significant.

When the reduced comparative clause occurs in the middle of the enclosing sentence,
the construction as a whole has the greatest complexity and is the most difficult to
process linearly.

(19) Isa 34:4a2 < :
D0 9992 15in
... and will be rolled up, like a scroll [will be rolled up], the heavens

In (19), the main sentence that surrounds the reduced comparative clause has the
order Verb Subject. Between those two constituents, the reduced comparative clause,
consisting on the surface only of the subject, has been moved.

When the reduced comparative clause is in the middle of the clause, the subject of
the reduced comparative clause may occur immediately after the subject of the en-
closing clause, as in (20):

(20) Isa 53:6al
WHN B NP
All of us, like sheep, have gone astray.
a. All of us, like sheep [go astray], have gone astray.
b. *All of us (who are) like sheep have gone astray; (others of us ...)

It is important to note that the juxtaposed reduced comparative clause cannot be read
as if it were a bare relative clause that modifies the main subject. In other words, we
cannot read the sentence as in (20b): ‘All of us (who are) like sheep have gone
astray’. Bare relative clauses, that is relative clauses without an overt relative word
such as WX or ¥, always have a restrictive (as opposed to non-restrictive) interpre-
tation. A restrictive interpretation means that the relative clause provides information
necessary for identifying the exact referent of the head word from other possible
referents (Holmstedt 2002:114). In Biblical Hebrew, as is true cross-linguistically,
bare relative clauses are always restrictive (Holmstedt 2002:118; McCawley
1998:445-47). In (20), reading the prepositional phrase ]RB; as a bare relative
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clause modifying WJLJD would give precisely the wrong meaning, namely, that all of
those people who are identified as being like sheep have gone astray, but implying
that there are other people who are not like sheep and thus have not strayed. Instead,
we must understand that a verb has been deleted: ‘All of us go astray like sheep [go
astray]’. The poetic movement of the reduced comparative clause so that its embed-
ded subject ‘sheep’ is juxtaposed to the main subject ‘all of us’ serves to highlight
the comparison between the universal delinquency of the people and the proclivity of
sheep to stray.

Thus far, we have primarily examined cases where the constituent that remains in the
reduced comparative clause is the embedded subject.2! This situation obtains in the
vast majority of cases.22 However, example (12), repeated here, provides a notable
exception, in which the reduced comparative clause consists only of the object:

(12) Isa 49:26a2 :
11PY 03 0°0¥3)
... and as wine (object), their blood (object) they will drink ...

The reduced comparative object is in initial position.23 In (21), the reduced compara-
tive object is in medial position:24

(21) Isa 59:17b2 :
TIRIP S uns nyih
And he wrapped himself, as (with) a garment, (with) jealousy.

In (22), the reduced comparative object is in final position:25
(22) Isa 59:17al

1702 RS w25
And he clothed himself (with) righteousness, as (with) a breastplate.

21 Reduced comparative constructions in Akkadian are similar in that normally only one con-

stituent is retained. Usually the retained constituent is the subject; less frequently, the object

is retained; and still less frequently a prepositional phrase or adverb is retained (Buccellati

1976:62-63).

Instances when the reduced comparative clause is in initial position include: Isa 29:16a2;

35:1b2-2al; 40:11al; 42:13a2; 42:14b1; 43:17b3; 59:11a2; 63:13b.

Instances with the reduced comparative clause in medial position include: Isa 9:17al;

10:13b2; 16:11; 30:33b3; 34:4a2; 38:12bl; 42:13al; 50:9b1; 51:6a3; 51:6a4; 53:2al; 53:6al;

58:8al; 59:11al; 60:8a; 60:8b; 62:1bl; 62:1b2; 64:5b1; 64:5b2; 65:25a2; 66:14a2.

Instances with the reduced comparative clause in final position include: Isa 5:29a2; 14:10bl;

14:19al; 24:20al; 24:20a2; 27:10a2; 35:1b; 38:12a; 40:31a2; 42:19a2; 42:19a3; 42:19b2;

49:18b3; 50:4b; 51:20a2; 59:10b2; 59:19b.

23 See also Isa 51 :8al, 51:8a2.

24 Qee also Isa 10:14al: 40:15al, 40:15a2; 40:15b; 40:22b1; 40:22b2; 40:24b2; 44:22al;
44:22a2; 49:18b2; 58:5b1.

25 See also Isa 30:22b1; 41:25b1; 59:10b1.

22
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Other types of constituents are only rarely found as the sole constituent within a re-
duced comparative clause. In (23), the noun phrase represents a temporal adjunct of
the embedded clause:

(23) Isa 59:10b1 ; : f
nwiz 0 9n$a YYD

We stumble at noon as twilight.

a. (deleted preposition) ~ We stumble at (2) noon as [we stumble at (2)] twilight.

b. (adverbial accusative) We stumble at (2) noon as [we stumble] (at) twilight.

Sentences such as (23) have often been cited by grammarians as examples in which
the preposition = has the “ability to absorb” other prepositions (Konig 1897:§319g;
see also Waltke and O’Connor 1990:§11.2.9). If that is the case, then underlyingly
the preposition 2 preceded the noun '-'|WJ ‘twilight’, as represented in (23a), and was
deleted along with the verb. Alternatively, one could view "]WJ as an adverbial accu-
sative, as represented in (23b). In that case, there is no underlying preposition 2
which was deleted. Do we have any reason to prefer one analysis over the other? To
answer this question, we must consider in more detail the syntactic contexts in which
the preposition 2 purportedly “absorbs” other prepositions.

It is clear that when the verb is deleted from a comparative clause, prepositions that
mark the direct relationship of noun phrases to the verb are deleted also:

(24) Psa 83:10

132°p Smin 10223 87993 11D onY vy
Do to them as [you did to] Midian, and as [you did to] Slsera and as [you "did to]
Yabin at the Wadi Kishon.

In (24), the preposition % marks the indirect objects of the imperative @Y. In the
reduced comparative clauses that follow, both the verb and the preposition have been
deleted.26 i
Similarly, in verbless clauses that form their predication with the preposition 5, dele-
tion within a comparative clause removes the preposition:

(25) Isa 5:29al
2025235 mynw
The roar (belonging) to him (is) like [the roar (belonging) to] the lion.

Underlyingly, the comparative clause is R":‘?‘? TIRY2 ‘like the roar (belonging) to
the lion’.27 The head noun and the preposition have been deleted.

26 See also Lev 19:18; 19:34; Deut 3:20; Josh 1:15; Isa 63:2b.

27 Compare Zech 5:9a5: TT7°0MT D122 0D)D MDY ‘the wings belonging to them were
[lit., to them (were) wings] like the wings of the stork’. There is no ellipsis of the noun
‘wings’ between the first half of the sentence and the second because the two halves of the
sentence do not match syntactically.
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Preliminarily, then, we can conclude that prepositions that relate noun phrases to
predications, whether verbal or non-verbal, are deleted along with the predication.
An additional line of evidence for this analysis is the fact that there are no instances
of the preposition 2 compounded with the preposition 5 or with the object marker
.28 However, it is possible, though by no means frequent, for the preposition 2 to
be compounded with other prepositions, including 2, 5p (Isa 59:18ab; 63:7; Ps
119:14; 2 Chr 32:19), and possibly 112 (Gen 38:24), "B (Lev 26:37), and NN (Gen
34:31) (Joiion-Muraoka 1993:§133h). The fact that O can be compounded with these
prepositions raises the question of whether adjuncts such as "]WJ in example (23)
were underlyingly related to the verb with the preposition 2.

To answer that question, we need to look at instances in which 2 is governed by 2.
A verse with two examples of D plus 2 is found in (26):2°

(26) Isa 1:26
APMNI? 7Y M3 70eY 13 E
And I will restore your judges as at beginning and your counselors as at the first.
a. *And I will restore your judges as [I restored them] at the beginning ...
b. And I will restore your judges (to be) as at the beginning ...

The function of the prepositional phrase with 2 in this sentence, however, is not that
of a reduced comparative clause, which would give us the incorrect reading in (26a).
Instead, the sentence has the reading without ellipsis as indicated in (26b).

I conclude, therefore, that within a reduced comparative clause, all prepositions are
usually deleted so that on the surface, the preposition = immediately governs a noun
phrase. This analysis provides us with a principled way to describe when the prepo-
sition D “absorbs” other prepositions, as in examples (23), (24), and (25), and when
it does not, as in example (26).3°

We are now ready to look at two verses whose syntax is difficult. The first is Isaiah
10:14:

(27) Isa 10:14a
DRI 5% *7) P2 R¥Rm
"MEPN "I PIRTOD MY 083 Mo
My hand found like a nest the wealth of the peoples /
and like gathering abandoned eggs, all the earth I gathered.

28 In Hab 3:14, the long form of the preposition (1122) precedes an infinitive construct prefixed

with 5. BHS suggests emending to 112D,
29 See also the combination of D plus 3 in the phrases RT3 (Judg 20:32; 1 Kgs 13:6b2-3;
Jer 33:7b, 11b), ?‘i'?lfllj\:_l; (Isa 1:26b), X122 (1 Sam 14:14) (Jenni 1994:24).
Three possible exceptions to this principle occur in Judg 20:32, Lev 26:37, and Ps 119:14, all
of which may be reduced comparative clauses in which a preposition has not been deleted.
However, the reduced comparative clauses in Lev 26:37 and Ps 119:14 seem to have a modal
or counterfactual sense and this fact may account for the exceptional retention of the prepo-
sition (see Lev 26:37al 27™"1D1RD 1"MIR2™LN 1521 ‘and they will stumble as (if) [they
stumble] from before the sword”).

30
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a. cf. the possible, but unattested order: 22 02V “J"U‘? T RBM
My hand found (/-) the wealth of the peoples like [finding] (/-) a nest.

The word order of the first line is especially difficult in that the reduced comparative
clause P2 is placed between the verb and the subject of the main clause. If the
comparative clause had been placed at the end of the first line, as represented in
(27a), the comparison would have focused on the similarities between “wealth” and
“nest”. But by placing the comparative clause immediately after the main verb, the
comparison focuses on the ease with which “the wealth of the peoples” is seized.
Since the constituent within the reduced comparative clause is the object (the prepo-
sition marking the object has been deleted along with the verb) and on the basis of
the parallel line, it is quite likely that the deleted verb is an infinitive construct rather
than a finite form.3! The first line, which at first blush seems very difficult to process,
becomes quite clear.

A more difficult example is found in (28):

(28) Isa3:9al-3
D3 NIy oMB N2
173 099D DORGMY

1o 8O
9al Their partiality accuses them32
9a2 and their sin like Sodom they declare
9a3 they do not conceal it.
The second clause (9a2) can be understood in two ways:
(a) (bare relative) Their sin (that is) like [the sin of] Sodom they

declare.
(b) (reduced comparative clause) Their sin, like Sodom [declared it], they declare.

As we have noted above, bare relative clauses always have a restrictive sense. Read-
ing the sentence as a bare relative, as represented in (a), then, would mean: “they
declare their sin that is like the sin of Sodom, but not necessarily other sins.” Reading
the sentence as a reduced comparative, as in (b), means that the people of Israel are
like Sodom in openly declaring their sin (Kaiser 1972:42), rather than being like
Sodom in the nature of the sins that they commit. The reading in (b) is syntactically
preferred for two reasons. First, it avoids the restrictive sense of a bare relative, as in

31 Additionally, it is possible that we should understand *7? ‘my hand’ as “shared” by both
main clause and comparative clause on the surface structure. A similar construction of prepo-
sition D, infinitive construct, object, and subject is found in Isa 5:24: WY '['TW'% wvp 5553 ‘as
a flame of fire consumes straw’.

32 [ read O7")D NMT127 in 9al as meaning the same thing as 037137 in Prov 28:21, viz.
‘showing favoritism’ (see also Prov 24:23).
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(a). Second, the syntactic structure of the verse, although quite unusual, is not with-
out parallel. The unusual word order — Object, reduced comparative clause with
subject remaining, and main clause Verb — probably accounts for the tendency of
commentators to consider D792 a gloss.33 But the overall rarity of the order Object,
Prepositional Phrase, Verb in the Hebrew Bible, suggests that we should not expect
to find very many sentences like this one, where the Prepositional Phrase in the mid-
dle of an object-initial sentence contains the embedded subject. Still, there is a syn-
tactically identical sentence in (29):

(29) Jer 25:30 : 5 _
YI87 22052 by My 0°9792 70
A shout, like the grape-treaders [utter], he will utter to all the inhabitants of the earth.

Therefore, example (28) must mean: “They declare their sin just as Sodom declared
its sin.”

3 Conclusions

In conclusion, what appear to be simple prepositional phrases introduced with the
preposition D may actually be elliptical clauses. An understanding of the syntactic
processes and patterns of reduced comparative clauses assists us in untangling the
sometimes convoluted syntax of biblical poetry and in correctly interpreting the
meaning of comparative sentences.
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Abstract

Comparative statements involving a prepositional phrase introduced with 2 some-
times involve ellipsis. On the level of the phrase, comparative constructions may
involve the ellipsis of a head noun. On the level of the clause, comparative construc-
tions may involve the ellipsis of the verb and additional constituents. The analysis
presented here provides a principled way to account for the observation of traditional
grammarians that the preposition D sometimes “absorbs™ other prepositions.
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