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Abstract
It may be argued that current lexica provide “translation values” for most of the nuances that 
can be expressed by אַף. However, these resources provide very little or no criteria for establish-
ing when a translation value x, y or z should be opted for. Descriptions of the most typical use 
of אַף or the difference between אַף and גַּם in other linguistic works are also not substantiated 
by means of empirical evidence. In this study the syntax and semantics of each instance of אַף is 
investigated, and the most prototypical patterns of use are described and compared with those 
of גַּם. It is established that, although the two lexemes are sometimes near-synonyms, the former 
is prototypically a conjunctive adverb and the latter a focus particle. As far as the semantic 
potential of אַף is concerned, five semantic-pragmatic polysemically-related categories (the most 
typical which are labelled as “noteworthy addition” and “affirmation) are distinguished, as well 
as the syntactic constructions and translation values that could be associated with each category 
of use.
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1. Introduction

The “first” translation value most major BH dictionaries assign to אַף is that 
of “also”.2 Furthermore, they do agree that אַף can also be translated as 
“even, indeed, really, how much more/less”. While there is consensus that the 
latter translation value is associated with the fixed expression כִּי  there is ,אַף 

1) The financial assistance of the National Research Foundation (NRF) towards this research is 
hereby acknowledged. Opinions expressed in this publication and conclusions arrived at are 
those of the author and are not necessarily to be attributed to the NRF.
2) Besides its treatment in dictionaries and in T. Muraoka, Emphatic Words and Structures in 
Biblical Hebrew (Jerusalem and Leiden, 1985), pp. 141-143, אַף has received little systematic 
attention from BH scholars, despite the fact that commentators and translators often disagree 
about its interpretation. 
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disagreement about the word class that אַף belongs to, e.g. BDB,3 HAH4 
and DCH5 regard it as a conjunction, while HALOT6 denotes it as a “parti-
cle”. B. K. Waltke and M. O’Connor classify it under the heading “emphatic 
adverb”,7 but then sub-classify it with גַּם as “particles recognized as coordinators”.8 
More problematic, however, is what is called in theoretical lexicography the 
“comments on the semantics” of 9.אַף Semantic distinctions in the lexica 
are made, but the grounds of the distinctions, beyond that of possible trans-
lation values, are seldom clear. For example, the translation value of “even”10 
in BDB is associated with “implying something surprising or unexpected”. In 
HALOT “even” is first listed next to “also” as one of the basic meanings of 
 and then as a translation value of the sub-category “enhancing”. In DCH ,אַף
the translation value of “even” is listed as both a subcategory of “also, and, 
moreover” (when אַף occurs before a pronoun) and as a separate polysemic 
distinction of אַף labelled “even, specifying” (DCH 1993, p. 352).11 HAH 
groups all instances of “Betonung des Gesagten” (i.e. “gar, sogar, ja, fürwahr”) 
together, but lists under the heading “adversative” the translation value “vielmehr”.

While it can be argued that most of the semantic nuances illustrated by 
means of the translation values referred to above capture the semantic poten-
tial of אַף, it is not clear from the information provided in all of the lexica 
whether these translation values refer to definable semantic classes, whether 
there is a polysemic relationship between these classes and/or whether these 
classes can be associated with specific syntactic constructions (except in the 
case of כִּי אַף). Furthermore, the question arises which of the classes represent 

 3) F. Brown, S. R. Driver, and C. A. Briggs, A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament 
(BDB) (Oxford, 1907).
 4) U. Rüterswörden, D. R. Meyer und D. H. Donner, Gesenius, Wilhelm: Hebräisches und 
Aramäisches Handwörterbuch über das Alte Testament. 18. Auflage (HAH) (Berlin, 1987).
 5) D. J. A. Clines (ed.), The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew (DCH) (Sheffield, 1993).
 6) L. Koehler and W. Baumgartner, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament; 
subsequently revised by Walter Baumgartner and Johann Jakob Stamm (HALOT) (Grand Rapids, 
1988).
 7) B. K Waltke and M. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona Lake, 
1990), pp. 662-663.
 8) In C. H. J. van der Merwe, J. A. Naudé, and J. H. Kroeze, A Biblical Hebrew Reference 
Grammar (Sheffield, 1999), p. 312, אַף is regarded as a focus particle, which in turn is catego-
rized under the umbrella term “adverb”. 
 9) Cf. T. Imbayarwo, A Biblical Hebrew Lexicon for Translators Based on Recent Developments in 
Theoretical Lexicography (Doctoral dissertation; Stellenbosch, 2008).
10) BDB comments on “even, indeed” as if they are synonyms.
11) DCH, p. 352.



268 C. H. J. van der Merwe / Vetus Testamentum 59 (2009) 266-283

the most prototypical uses of 12,אַף but whether and in what way אַף differs 
from גַּם cannot be gleaned from this information. The only resource that 
comments on the latter two issues is B. K. Waltke and M. O’Connor. They 
state that of the two, אַף is “simpler and closer to וְ .אַף can also serve as a cor-
relative, lining up the situation of its clause with that of the previous clause . . . 
Followed by כִּי ,אַף can have an emphatic role. . . . גַּם generally has more dis-
tinctly logical force than אַף, though it can be used as an emphatic”.13 How-
ever, apart from three examples, Waltke and O’Connor do not provide much 
empirical evidence for their depiction of אַף.

In recent studies of two other problematic “small words”,14 I illustrated the 
value of a descriptive model that (1) takes the syntactic distribution of these 
lexemes seriously; (2) tries to understand the differences of translation values 
as, among other things, the lexicalization of pragmatic or contextual relation-
ships; and (3) profiles the uses of syntactic and semantic categories in terms 
of their frequency. This study wants to provide an insight into the semantic 
potential15 of אַף by illustrating (a) which nuance is displayed when; (b) which 
are the prototypical (and less prototypical) uses of אַף; and (c) how אַף differs 
from גַּם in the Hebrew Bible.

For this purpose, I commence with a few general remarks on the distribu-
tion of אַף. Next, I profile the syntactic distribution of אַף in terms of the 
frequency of each category and compare it with that of גַּם. In the main part 

12) In line with insights from the field of cognitive semantics, it is assumed in this study that a 
high priority should be placed on distinguishing prototypical members of a category from its 
less prototypical members; cf. C. H. J. Van der Merwe, “Biblical Hebrew lexicology: a cognitive 
linguistic perspective”, KUSATU 6 (2006), pp. 87-112; C. H. J. Van der Merwe, “Lexical 
Meaning in Biblical Hebrew and Cognitive Semantics: A Case Study”, Biblica 87/1 (2006), 
pp. 85-95. The gist of prototype theory is the following: of the category bird, a sparrow and a 
robin would be prototypical members, while an ostrich and a penguin would be less prototypi-
cal members. For an explication and critical assessment of prototype theory, cf. D. Geeraerts, 
“‘Prospects and Problems of Prototype Theory”, Linguistics 27/4 (1989), pp. 587-612. In the 
case of an ancient language of which only a closed corpus of texts is available, it is assumed that 
frequency of use may be interpreted as evidence of the prototypicality of that category.
13) Waltke and O’Connor, p. 663.
14) C. H. J. van der Merwe, “A Cognitive Linguistic Perspective on הִנֵּה in the Pentateuch, 
Joshua, Judges and Ruth”, Hebrew Studies 47 (2007), pp. 238-277; C. H. J. van der Merwe, 
“Another Look at the Focus Particle גַּם”, JSS (forthcoming).
15) The semantic model underpinning this investigation can be summarized as follows: “The 
semantics of lexical and constructional units is not a bag of meanings, but is a (prototypically 
and schematically) structured meaning potential that is sensitive to contextual effects” (D. Geer-
aerts, “Introduction. A rough guide to cognitive linguistics”, in: D. Geeraerts [ed.], Cognitive 
Linguistics: Basic Readings [New York, 2006], p. 10). Hence, the exhaustive treatment of the 
syntagmatic distribution of אַף.
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of the article the major semantic-pragmatic categories to be distinguished are 
discussed.16 Special attention is paid to the question of whether a category x 
can typically be associated with a syntactic category y (or syntactic categories 
y, z, etc.). Word class labels will be used to capture the syntagmatic features 
of each syntactic category.17 In conclusion, the semantic potential of אַף is 
then summarized with special reference to the “prototypicality”, syntactic dis-
tribution (i.e. word class) and translation value that can be attached to each 
category of use.

2. Distribution of אַף

According to BDB and HALOT, the lexeme occurs about 120 times in the 
Hebrew Bible. DCH and HAH are more precise by indicating that it occurs 
134x. HALOT also points out that most of the occurrences are in Deutro-
Isaiah, Psalms and Job, while BDB observes that אַף occurs mainly in poetic 
material, but that אַף כִּי is evenly distributed in prose and poetry. The latter is 
an instructive observation, since it may suggest that אַף כִּי represents a fixed 
expression that acquired its own meaning. Of the 134 occurrences of 24 ,אַף 
(i.e. 18%) belong to this category. Of these 24 instances, four are in Job,18 
but not one occurs in the Psalms or Isaiah. If one subtracts these 24 instances 
from 134, it leaves 110 instances of אַף. Of these 110 cases, 14 (i.e. 10%) 
occur in Job, 23 (i.e. 20%) in Psalms, and 30 (i.e. 27%) in Isa. 26-48.

This uneven distribution of אַף is in stark contrast to that of גַּם, which is 
relatively evenly distributed throughout the Hebrew Bible, and also through-
out the entire book of Isaiah. Another significant difference between אַף and 
 i.e. 15 instances ,וְ is preceded by אַף is the low frequency of instances where גַּם
(i.e. 14%) over against the 257 (i.e. 33%) of 19.גַּם

16) It can be rightly argued that BH does not distinguish these categories (R. Sim, personal 
communication). However, English and many other languages do. In a grammar or lexicon of 
BH aimed at English speakers, identifying the syntactic, semantic and/or pragmatic environ-
ments where a target language (in this case English) does lexicalize these categories has an 
important heuristic value.
17) Scholars disagree widely over the criteria for categorizing lexical items that are often lumped 
together under the heading “adverb” or “particle”. Cf. C. Schwarz, “Was ist ein ‘Adverb’?”, Lin-
guistische Berichte 81 (1982), p. 61-65; K. Fischer (ed.), Approaches to Discourse Particles 
(Amsterdam, 2006). In this study the syntactic-semantic scope of אַף is used as the main crite-
rion for distinguishing various word class labels. 
18) Job 9:14; 15:16; 25:6 and 35:14.
19) For the details, cf. A. Even-Shoshan, A New Concordance of the Bible (Jerusalem, 1981), 
pp. 101, 239.
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3. The Syntax of אַף: A Profile in Terms Frequency

3.1 Introduction

Van der Merwe, Naudé and Kroeze state: “as opposed to גַּם ,אַף does not nec-
essarily directly precede its syntactic domain”.20 The question is whether this 
observation is borne out by the data. We will therefore now consider in more 
detail the syntax of אַף. Special attention will be paid to the frequency of each 
category. It will be hypothesized that the frequency of each syntactic category 
distinguished may point, on the one hand, to the more prototypical uses of 
 and, on the other hand, to some of the similarities and differences between אַף
.גַּם and אַף

3.2 The Syntax of אַף

The syntactic model that is used to distinguish the various syntactic catego-
ries limits itself not only to the description of the formal combination proba-
bilities of אַף in a single clause or sentence. It also implies a quest to 
understand the scope of אַף, which may include more than one clause. This 
investigation has shown that such a quest requires a careful analysis of the 
information structure of the context in which אַף is used, and that semantic 
considerations are often needed to determine the syntactic units governed 
by אַף.

Furthermore, although there is unmistakably a polysemic relationship 
between כִּי  the former developed into a fixed expression with a ,אַף and אַף 
specific semantic content. For this reason, as well as the fact that this is the 
only use of אַף that has no counterpart among the uses of גַּם, this category is 
treated completely separately from the other uses of 21.אַף

The following syntactic configurations are therefore distinguished:22

Entity + אַף 3.2.1

(i) אַף + Second Member of a Coordinated Construction (Rare: 3/110, i.e. 2.7%)
The items that are coordinated may be a noun (#1) or a noun phrase (#2).

20) Van der Merwe, Naudé, and Kroeze, p. 312.
21) This is the reason why the frequency of the other syntactic categories is profiled in terms of a 
total of 110. The 24 instances of אַף כִּי are subtracted from the 134 times אַף is attested.
22) Since it was not possible to make any sense of them, and in each case one or other type of 
text-critical issue is involved, the following cases are not accounted for here: Deut. 33:3; 2 Kgs 
2:14; Hab. 2:15; Pss. 44:10; 58:3; 108:2. 
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1 ד׃ ֹֽ ף זְר֖וֹעַ אַף־קָדְק ן וְטָרַ֥ יא שָׁכֵ֔ כְּלָבִ֣ He lives like a lion and tears apart 
arm and/as well as scalp (Deut. 33:20).

2 ה  י אֲשֶׁר־הִיא֙ טוֹבָ֣ ם אֶת־יַד֣ אֱלֹהַ֗ יד לָהֶ֜ וָאַגִּ֨
י מַר־לִ֑ ר אָֽ לֶךְ אֲשֶׁ֣ י הַמֶּ֖ י וְאַף־דִּבְרֵ֥ עָלַ֔

I told them that the hand of my 
God was good on me and álso the 
words that the king had spoken to 
me (Neh. 2:18).

In the case of poetic lines like #3 and #4, where the same subject governs verbs 
with no complements, it might be argued that two verbs are coordinated.23

3 יר  ישׁ וּמַעֲשִׁ֑ יְהוָ֖ה מוֹרִ֣
ם׃ יל אַף־מְרוֹמֵֽ מַשְׁפִּ֖

Yahweh makes poor and makes rich, 
he humiliates and exalts (NRSV: he 
also exalts) (1 Sam. 2:7).

4 ר  ים יַעַֽטְפוּ־בָ֑ אן וַעֲמָ קִ֥ ֹ֗ ים׀ הַצּ לָבְשׁ֬וּ כָרִ֨
ירוּ׃ תְרוֹעֲע֗וּ אַף־יָשִֽׁ יִ֝

The meadows clothe themselves with 
flocks, the valleys deck themselves 
with grain, they rejoice and sing 
(NET: they shout joyfully, yes they 
sing (Ps. 65:14).

(ii) אַף + Appositional Phrase (Rare: 2/110, i.e. 1.8%)

5 יךָ הַיּ֣וֹם  ךָ הוֹדַעְתִּ֖ יהוָה מִבְטַחֶ֑ לִהְי֣וֹת בַּ֭
תָּה׃ אַף־ אָֽ

So that your trust may be in the 
Lord, I have made them known 
to you today—yes, to you (Prov. 
22:19).24

(iii) אַף + Constituent (27/110, i.e. 24.5%)24

In most of the cases (11 times) in this category אַף + constituent is fronted in 
a verbal clause (#6-7).25 אַף + constituent may (6 times) also occur inside the 
verbal clause (#8). In a few cases (4 times) the predicate of the clause is 
ellipsed (#9).

23) These two examples are the only ones in the corpus.
24) Cf. also Isa. 35:2.
25) This preference of אַף + constituent to occupy the sentence initial position is similar to that 
of גַּם + constituent. On the surface level it is not always immediately obvious whether אַף + 
constituent is indeed involved, or whether אַף is rather governing the entire clause (like in 
§3.2.1(iv)). The distinctive criterion for identifying גַּם + constituent is whether the predicate of 
the clause that is governed by אַף is already discourse active or not. In the case of #6 “they will 
rot away . . .” it is clearly discourse active.
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6 ת  אַרְצֹ֖ ם בְּ עֲוֹנָ֔ ַ קּוּ֙ בּֽ ם יִמַּ֙ כֶ֗ ים בָּ אָרִ֣ שְׁ וְהַנִּ
קּוּ׃ ֽ ם יִמָּ ֥ ם אִתָּ ת אֲבֹתָ֖ עֲוֹנֹ֥ ף בַּ ם וְאַ֛ איְֹבֵיכֶ֑

And those who remain among you 
will rot away in the land of your 
enemy because of your iniquity, 
and also because of the iniquities 
of their ancestors with them they 
will rot away (Lev. 26:39).26

7 נִי  ר יְעָצָ֑ הוָה אֲשֶׁ֣ ךְ אֶת־יְ֭ אֲבָרֵ֗
י  יל֗וֹת יִסְּר֥וּנִי כִלְיוֹתָֽ אַף־לֵ֝

I bless Yahweh who gives me 
counsel, even during the nights my 
kidneys instruct me (Ps. 16:7).27

8 י  מַרְתִּי שִׁמְעָה־לִּ֑ ן אָ֭ לָכֵ֣
נִי׃ י אַף־אָֽ אֲחַוֶּ֖ה דֵּעִ֣

Therefore I say: “Listen to me, let 
me also declare my knowledge 
(Job 32:10).28

9 אמֶר֙  ֹ֙ ר וַיּ י ט֣וֹב פָּתָ֑ ים כִּ֣ וַיַּ֥ רְא שַׂר־הָאפִֹ֖
י ף אַף־אֲנִי֙ בַּחֲלוֹמִ֔ אֶל־יוֹסֵ֔

When the chief baker saw that the 
interpretation was favorable, he 
said to Joseph, “I also saw in my 
dream: . . .” (Gen. 40:16).29

26272829In a number of instances (6 times) the constituent immediately following אַף 
is governed by (#10) אַף. However, it cannot be said that “also x” does y, since, 
what x does is a corresponding reaction to what z did. This is a type of con-
struction that is also attested a number of times where גַּם is used.30 Example 
#10 is a good illustration of the fact that אַף and גַּם may be regarded as near-
synonyms. In the case of אַף, this use represents 5.4% of the corpus. In the 
case of גַּם, this category makes out 6.1% of the corpus.

10 י  רִי וְהִכֵּיתִ֤ ם בְּ קֶ֑ י אַף־אֲנִ֛י עִמָּכֶ֖ וְהָלַכְתִּ֧
ם בַע עַל־חַטּאֹתֵיכֶֽ נִי שֶׁ֖ אֶתְכֶם֙ גַּם־אָ֔

I will also go against you (lit. 
walked with you in hostility), and 
I will also strike you sevenfold for 
your sins (Lev. 26:24).31

(iv) אַף + Sentence (36/110, i.e. 32.7%)
In this category אַף governs a sentence. The sentence is sometimes (11 times) 
introduced by a verb phrase (#11-13).31

26) Lev. 26:42; Deut. 15:17; Judg. 5:29; Job 37:1; 1 Chron. 8:32; 9:38.
27) Job 14:3. In two instances אַף is preceding a temporal adjunct, viz. Isa. 46:7 and Neh. 9:18.
28) Deut. 2:11,20; Job 32:17 (2 times). In 2 Sam. 20:14, אַף is not immediately preceding the 
constituent it governs semantically. This is the only case in the corpus.
29) See also Lev. 26:42; Ps. 68:19; Neh. 13:15.
30) E.g. Gen. 44:9; Exod. 18:23; Num. 22:33.
31) Lev. 26:16,28,41; Ps. 89:28; 2 Chron. 12:5.
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11 ה יֵינָ֑הּ  בְחָהּ מָסְכָ֣ ה טִ֭ טָבְחָ֣
הּ׃ ה שֻׁלְחָנָֽ רְכָ֥ ף עָֽ ֗ אַ֝

She has slaughtered her animals, 
she has mixed her wine, she has 
also set her table (Prov. 9:2).

12 ו  וָּעֲצ֖וּ יַחְדָּ֑ ף יִֽ ישׁוּ אַ֥ הַגִּ֣ידוּ וְהַגִּ֔ Declare and bring near [your 
case]. What’s more, let them con-
sult with one another (lit. together) 
(Isa. 45:21).32 

13 ילוּ  יִם יָחִ֑ ים רָא֣וּךָ מַּ֣ לֹהִ֗ יִם׀ אֱֽ א֤וּךָ מַּ֨ רָ֘
ף יִרְגְּז֥וּ תְהמֹֽוֹת׃ ֗ אַ֝

The waters saw you, O God, the 
waters saw you and trembled. Yes, 
the depths of the sea shook with 
fear (Ps. 77:6).33

In the majority of the cases (20 times), the sentence governed by אַף has a 
fronted constituent (#14-16). At the surface level these instances are therefore 
not distinguishable from instances where the domain of אַף is only the con-
stituent immediately following it (§3.2.1(iii)).

14 יִם נָטְפוּ֮ מִפְּנֵי֪  שָׁה׀ אַף־שָׁמַ֣ רֶץ רָעָ֨ אֶ֤
ים  אֱלֹ֫הִ֥

The earth quaked and the heavens 
poured down rain at the presence 
of God (Ps. 68:7)

15 ל שֶׁהָיָ֥ה לְפָנַי֖  ֹ֛ פְתִּי מִכּ לְתִּי וְהוֹסַ֔ וְגָדַ֣
י׃ מְדָה לִּֽ י עָ֥ ף חָכְמָתִ֖ בִּירוּשָׁלִָ֑ם אַ֥

So I became great and surpassed 
all who were before me in Jerusalem; 
what’s more, my wisdom remained 
with me (Eccl. 2:9).34

16 נּוּ׃ י תְאַמְּצֶֽ דִי תִּכּ֣וֹן עִמּ֑וֹ אַף־זְרוֹעִ֥ יָ֭ Mý hand shall support>remain with 
him, yes, mý arm will strengthen 
him (Ps. 89:22).35

may (5 times) also govern a nominal clause (#17-18)32333435 אַף

17 ינוּ  א יַאֲזִ֑ ֹ֣ הֶם וְל אָזְנַ֣ יִם לָ֭
ם׃ ף אֵין־יֶשׁ־ר֥וּחַ בְּפִיהֶֽ ֗ אַ֝

They do have ears, but they do not 
hear, what’s worse, there is no breath 
in them (Ps. 135:17).

32) Isa. 41:23; 44:16,19; Job 36:16; Est. 5:12.
33) Isa. 42:13; 46:6; 48:15.
34) Lev. 26:40,44; Num. 16:14; Deut. 33:28; Isa. 26:8,9; Pss. 16:9; 68:17; Job 6:27; 15:4; 
36:29; Prov. 23:28.
35) Pss. 16:6; 77:18; Isa. 26:11; 43:7. In Isa. 33:2 the verbal predicate is ellipsed.
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18 י אֲנִי־הוּא֙  ל מְקרָֹאִ֑ ב וְיִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ֹ֔ ע אֵלַי֙ יַֽעֲק שְׁמַ֤
י אַחֲרֽוֹן׃ ף אֲנִ֥ י רִאשׁ֔וֹן אַ֖ אֲנִ֣

Listen to me Jacob, and Israel 
whom I called, I am the He. I 
am the first ánd I am the last 
(Isa. 48:12).36

(v) אַף + Sentences (11/110, i.e. 10%)
Members of this category have in most cases the same surface-level features as 
those where אַף governs only one sentence. In others words, אַף may be fol-
lowed by a verb (#19) or by a fronted non-verbal constituent (#20). In #21 
the sentence is, however, introduced by a sentence adverbial.36373839

19 יו׃ חְתָּ כָּל־אוֹיְבָֽ שְׂמַ֗ יו הִ֝ ין צָרָ֑ רִימוֹתָ יְמִ֣ הֲ֭
קֵימתֹ֗וֹ  א הֲ֝ ֹ֥ שִׁיב צ֣וּר חַרְבּ֑וֹ וְל אַף־תָּ֭

ה׃ בַּמִּלְחָמָֽ

You have raised the right hand of 
his foe, you have made all his ene-
mies rejoice. What’s worse, you 
turned back the flint>edge of his 
sword and not supported him in 
the battle . . . (Ps 89:43-44).37

20 נִי  מַי תְּרוֹמְמֵ֑ ף מִן־קָ֭ י אַ֣ יְבָ֥ ֹ֫ י מֵא מְפַלְּטִ֗
נִי׃ ס תַּצִּילֵֽ מָ֗ ישׁ חָ֝ מֵאִ֥

. . . who delivered me from my ene-
mies; indeed, you exalted me above 
my adversaries; you delivered me 
from the violent (Ps. 18:49).38

21 י׃ ין מְשׁוּגָתִֽ לִ֥ י תָּ תִּ֗ יתִי אִ֝ גִ֑ ם שָׁ 4 וְאַף־אָמְנָ֥
י  לַ֗ עָ֝ יחו ּ וְתוֹכִ֥ ילו ּ ּ גְדִ֑ י תַּ מְנָם עָלַ֣ 5  אִם־אָ֭

י׃ ּ תִֽ חֶרְפָּ
י  עָלַ֥ מְצוּד֗ו ֹ נִי וּ֝ תָ֑ עִוְּ י־אֱל֣וֹה ַּ כִּ פו ֹ עוּ־אֵ֭ ּ 6  דְֽ

יף׃ ּ הִקִֽ

4 And what’s more, if indeed I have 
erred, my error remains with me.
5 If indeed you magnify your-
selves against me, and make my 
humiliation an argument against 
me,
6 know then that God has put me 
in the wrong, and closed his net 
around me. (Job 19:4-6).39

(vi) Yes/No Question Word + אַף + Sentence (7/110, i.e. 6.3%)
This category displays the same syntactic configurations as those of (iv) and 
(v), viz. the sentence that is governed by אַף is introduced by a verb (#22), 

36) Also Pss. 74:16; 89:12. In Song 1:16a the subject of the nominal clause is ellipsed..
37) Also Pss. 93:1-2; 96:10; Isa. 43:19; 1 Chron. 16:30.
38) Isa. 48:13. Also Ezek. 23:40; Song 1:16b-17.
39) Also Job 34:12. However, it might be argued that a coordinated sentence with the same 
(only differently lexicalized subject) is involved here.
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a non-verbal constituent (#23) or a nominal clause (#24). However, the dif-
ference between this use of אַף and those of (iv)-(v) is not only the fact that 
the sentence is introduced by a question word. These instances are regarded 
as a separate syntactic category, since אַף does not link, as it does in those 
instances in (iv)-(v), the content of clauses it introduces to that of any pre-
ceding utterance.40

22 ר  ם וַיּאֹמַ֑ וַיִּגַּ֥שׁ אַבְרָהָ֖
ע׃ יק עִם־רָשָֽׁ ה צַדִּ֖ ף תִּסְפֶּ֔ הַאַ֣

Then Abraham came closer and 
said, “Will you even/indeed sweep 
away the righteous with the 
wicked?” (Gen. 18:23).40

23 ט יַחֲב֑וֹשׁ ף שׂוֹנֵ֣א מִשְׁפָּ֣ הַאַ֬ Can indeed one who hates justice 
rule? (Job 34:17).

24 ל  את בְּנֵי֥ יִשְׂרָאֵ֖ ֹ֛ ין־ז ף אֵֽ הַאַ֥
נְאֻם־יְהוָֽה׃ 

Is it not indeed so, O people of 
Israel? says the Lord (Amos 2:9).

41(13/110, i.e. 11.8%) (Clause + אַף //) Clause + אַף // Clause + אַף 3.2.2

This use (#25) of אַף represents a category that is synonymous with a fre-
quently occurring category of גַּם. The latter category represents 21% of the 
uses of גַּם in the Hebrew Bible. It is remarkable that in Isaiah this type of use 
of גַּם occurs only in Isa. 48:8 and 66:3-4, while this type of use with אַף is 
limited to Isa. 40-46.

25 ר  עָה וּמִלְּפָנִ֖ים וְנאֹמַ֣ י־הִגִּ֤יד מֵראֹשׁ֙ וְנֵדָ֔ מִֽ
ף  יעַ אַ֥ ין מַשְׁמִ֔ ף אֵ֣ יד אַ֚ ף אֵין־מַגִּ֗ יק אַ֣ צַדִּ֑

ע אִמְרֵיכֶֽם׃ אֵין־שׁמֵֹ֖

Who declared it from the begin-
ning, so that we might know, and 
beforehand, so that we might say, 
“He is right”? There was neither 
who declared it, nor one who pro-
claimed, nor one who heard your 
words (Isa. 41:26). 

40) Gen. 18:23; Job 40:8. In Gen. 18:13 the question word is followed by a sentence adverbial. 
In Gen. 3:1 the question word is lacking, and a content clause introduced by כִּי is governed 
by אַף.
41) These statistics may be misleading. This use is restricted to five verses in the book of second 
Isaiah (Isa. 40:24 (3x), 41:10 (2x); 41:26 (example #25); 44:15 (2x); 46:11 (3x)).
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כִּי 3.2.3  ,Sentence with an Ellipsed Main Clause or Predicate (23/134 + אַף 
i.e. 17.1% of Instances).
This category represents a specialized use of the fixed expression 4243.אַף כִּי

26 יו  י דָוִד֙ אֵלָ֔ אמְר֜וּ אַנְשֵׁ֤ ֹ֨ וַיּ
ים  ה יְרֵאִ֑ יהוּדָ֖ ה בִּֽ חְנוּ פֹ֛ ה אֲנַ֥ הִנֵּ֨

ים׃  עַרְכ֖וֹת פְּלִשְׁתִּֽ ה אֶל־מַֽ י־נֵלֵ֣ךְ קְעִלָ֔ וְאַף֙ כִּֽ

But David’s men said to him: 
Look, we are afraid here in Judah; 
how much more then if we go to 
Keilah against the armies of the 
Philistines? (1 Sam. 23:3)42

27 א יְכַלְכְּל֔וּךָ  ֹ֣ יִם֙ ל י הַשָּׁמַ֙ יִם וּשְׁמֵ֤ נֵּה הַשָּׁמַ֜ הִ֠
ר בָּנִֽיתִי׃ יִת הַזֶּ֖ה אֲשֶׁ֥ י־הַבַּ֥ ף כִּֽ אַ֕

Look, the highest heavens cannot 
contain you, how much less this house 
that I have built? (1 Kgs 8:27).43

3.3 A Comparison of the Syntactic Profiles

The most significant differences between the syntax of אַף and גַּם are the 
following:

•  The most frequent occurring syntactic configuration of the former is אַף + 
sentence (32.7%), while that of the latter is גַּם + constituent (55%);44

 does (10% גַּם more often governs more than one sentence than אַף  •
vs. 2%);

-governs “both an entity x as well as an entity y as far a notion z” is con אַף  •
cerned less often than גַּם does (10% vs. 21%). The multiple entities that 
-Further .(often governs phrases גַּם) governs are restricted to sentences אַף
more, the use of אַף in these constructions is restricted to Isaiah 40-46;

•  In a few instances (6%) where אַף is preceded by a question word, it has 
no connective function. This phenomenon happens only once with 45.גַּם

As far as similarities are concerned, the following are noteworthy:

•  Both lexemes seldom (3% of their occurrences) precede the second mem-
ber of a coordinated construction;

42) Deut. 31:27; 1 Sam. 14:30; 21:6; 2 Sam. 4:11; 16:11; 2 Kgs 5:13; Ezek. 14:21; Prov. 11:31; 
15:11; 19:7; 21:27. In Job 4:19 אַף expresses the same meaning as אַף כִּי.
43) Job 9:14; 15:16; 25:6; 35:14; Prov. 17:7; 19:10; 2 Chron. 6:18; 32:15.
44) For the statistics on גַּם, cf. C. H. J. van der Merwe ( JSS, forthcoming).
45) Gen. 16:13. Cf. the discussion in C. H. J. van der Merwe ( JSS, forthcoming).
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•  When either אַף or גַּם governs a constituent, the construction tends to 
occupy the sentence initial position.

In the light of this comparison of the syntax of אַף and גַּם, it is, among other 
things, evident why it may appear as if אַף always occupies a sentence initial 
position, and does not, like גַּם, always immediately precede the entity it gov-
erns. However, contra to Van der Merwe, Naudé and Kroeze,46 this detailed 
analysis of the syntax of אַף has shown that אַף, like גַּם, nearly always immedi-
ately precedes the entity it governs.47

From the analysis of the semantics of אַף in the next section, it will be 
apparent that אַף and גַּם are relatively often also semantically similar. How-
ever, it will be evident that they are not absolute synonyms.

4. The Semantics and Pragmatics of אַף

Comparing the syntax of אַף and גַּם has shown that אַף typically governs a 
sentence or sentences, while גַּם tends to govern constituents.48 When the lat-
ter is the case, גַּם is a focus particle49 and the semantic function of גַּם is to 
signal that an entity x must be added to an entity y as far as a discourse active 
proposition z is concerned. In the case of (#28), z is “other men that died” 
(in a particular battle). The translation values “also, too, as well as” are typical 
in this type of context.

28 מַרְתָּ֔ וְאָ֣
ת׃ י מֵֽ ם עַבְדְּךָ֛ אוּרֵיָּה הַחִתִּ֖ גַּ֗

You must say, “Also your servant 
Uriah, the Hittite died” (2 Sam. 
11:21).

When the item to be added represents an extreme or unexpected case, the 
translation value of “even” is more appropriate (#29).

46) Van der Merwe, Naudé, and Kroeze, p. 312.
47) In only one instance is this not the case, viz. 2 Sam. 20:14. As far as גַּם is concerned, cf. 
Job 2:10.
48) It appears that Waltke and O’Connor, p. 663, did not observe this significant syntactic dif-
ference between אַף and גַּם.
49) For word class “focus particle,” cf. E. König, The Meaning of Focus Particles. A Comparative 
Perspective (London, 1991). 
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29 תִּי֙ אֶת־כָּל־הָאֲרָצ֣וֹת  נֹכִי֙ נָתַ֙ ה אָֽ וְעַתָּ֗
ל  לֶךְ־בָּבֶ֖ ר מֶֽ לֶּה בְּיַד֛ נְבוּכַדְנֶאצַּ֥ הָאֵ֔

תִּי ל֖וֹ  ה נָתַ֥ י וְגַם֙ אֶת־חַיַּת֣ הַשָּׂדֶ֔ עַבְדִּ֑
לְעָבְדֽוֹ׃

Now I have given all these lands 
in the hand of Nebuchadnezzar, 
king of Babylon, my servant. Even 
the wild animals of the field I have 
given to my servant (Jer. 27:6).

BH does not lexicalize (as English does) the pragmatic value involved, i.e. the 
extremeness of the case to be added. Neither is the extremeness marked 
syntactically. Exegetes and translators have to infer from the context whether 
an extreme case is involved or not. They often differ in this regard. Compare, 
for example, the RSV’s (“also”) and NRSV’s (“even”) rendering for גַּם in 
Jer. 27:6. The same can be said of instances where גַּם is used to signal that the 
information referred to in a sentence (or sentences) y needs to be considered 
in addition to information referred to in an immediately preceding sentence 
(or sentences) x as far as an explicit or implicit notion z is concerned. In the 
case of #30, גַּם signals information to be considered by the addressees in addi-
tion to “Saul your lord is dead” as far as the notion z, i.e. the appeal “be cou-
rageous . . .”, is concerned. The question of whether “the house of Judah has 
anointed mé to be king over them” is regarded as the most compelling part of 
the motivation, or not, determines the “translation value” of גַּם. In the case 
of #31, the implied notion z is apparently “The prostitute is not there any-
more”. The information to be added, in my opinion, represents the most 
compelling or conclusive part of the report, hence the translation “what’s 
more”.50 This nuance is also not lexicalized or grammaticalized. So the choice 
between “ánd, also, furthermore” and “moreover, what’s more/worse” is in a 
way similar to that between “ánd, also, too, as well as” and “even”. I say “in a 
way” because the difference between these two sets of translation values is not 
always so clear-cut. For example, one of the translation equivalents from the 
first set with the appropriate intonation may express the same value as when 
“moreover” or “what’s more” is used.

30 יִל  הְיוּ֙ לִבְנֵי־חַ֔ ם וִֽ ה׀ תֶּחֱזַ֣ קְנָה יְדֵיכֶ֗ וְעַתָּ֣
ת אֲדנֵֹיכֶ֣ם שָׁא֑וּל  כִּי־מֵ֖

ם לֶךְ עֲלֵיהֶֽ ה לְמֶ֖ י מָשְׁח֧וּ בֵית־יְהוּדָ֛ וְגַם־אֹתִ֗

Therefore, be courageous and be 
valiant (lit. let your hands be 
strong and be sons of valiance); 
for Saul your lord is dead, (and) 
furthermore, the house of Judah 
has anointed mé to be king over 
them (2 Sam. 2:6-7).

50) Cf. the NJPS (Tanach: The Holy Scriptures [Philadelphia, 1997] (electronic edition of 1985 
version)) and the NBV (De Nieuwe Bijbelvertaling [Haarlem, 2004]).
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31 אמֶר ֹ֖ וַיּ
יהָ  א מְצָאתִ֑ ֹ֣ ל

ה בָזֶ֖ה  מְר֔וּ לאֹ־הָיְתָ֥ י הַמָּקוֹם֙ אָֽ ם אַנְשֵׁ֤ וְגַ֨
ה׃ קְדֵשָֽׁ

He said:
“I have not find her,
what’s more, the men of the place 
said: ‘There has been no prostitute 
here’” (Gen. 38:22).

When one considers the most typical syntactic use of אַף in the Hebrew Bible, 
i.e. governing a sentence or sentences, it is immediately evident that אַף nearly 
always relates the content of two sentences or sets of sentences. The relation-
ships may be of the types described below.

(i) Noteworthy Addition (Most Frequent, About 45%)

 signals that the information referred to in a sentence (#15)51 or sentences אַף
(#19)52 y needs to be considered, in addition to information referred to in an 
immediately preceding sentence (or sentences) x as far as an explicit or 
implicit notion z is concerned. In contrast to גַּם, the information to be added 
after אַף (in cases like #15 and 19) represents predominantly the most con-
clusive or compelling information of what is asserted in the context.53 In 
other words, it must nearly always54 be translated as “moreover, what’s more 
or what’s worse” or their equivalent, e.g. “ánd” in #18.55

The two cases where it may be hard to argue that אַף points unambiguously 
to the most conclusive part of a two- (#14) or a multi-pronged (#11) asser-
tion may therefore be regarded as untypical uses of אַף.

The fixed expression אַף כִּי + sentence (with ellipsed main clause or predi-
cate) has been treated in §3.2.2 as a category completely separate from the 
other occurrences of אַף. Although this relatively frequently occurring expres-
sion (17.1%) developed into a lexeme with its own specialized meaning, it 
did retain two features of אַף, viz. it signals a connection (i.e. a comparison) 
between two pieces of information, and the second piece of information (pre-
dominantly a condition) is the most compelling or conclusive of the two, 

51) Lev. 26:40,44; Num. 16:14; Deut. 33:28; Isa. 26:8,9; 41:23; 45:21; Pss. 16:9; 68:17; 
135:17; Job 6:27; 15:4; 36:29; Prov. 23:28. Also Ps. 119:3; Job 36:16; Est. 5:12.
52) Ezek. 23:40; 34:12. Also Job 19:4-5, Song 1:16b-17.
53) This interpretation is in line with T. Muraoka, p. 143, who observes: “we may say that force-
fulness is certainly felt in (rhetorial) rhetorical questions with ‘af and in climatic additions in 
the poetic style”.
54) In the case of גַּם about one third of the cases may be regarded as “neutral additions”.
55) Also Pss. 74:16; 89:12. 
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hence the translation values “how much more” (#26)56 and “how much less 
(#27).57 For this reason, the fixed expression can be semantically classified 
under the heading “noteworthy addition”.

A feature of the semantic category “noteworthy addition” is that אַף typi-
cally governs a sentence, and in a few cases more than one sentence. In the 
former case it could therefore be labelled as a conjunctive adverb58 and in the 
latter case a macro-syntactic connective.59

(ii) Affirmation (About 20%)

 ,signals that the information referred to in a sentence (or sentences) y אַף
affirms60 the information referred to in an immediately preceding sentence 
(or sentences).61 In other words, what must be added to strengthen an argu-
ment is not a second new proposition, but the specification of a discourse 
active one.

The border between “noteworthy addition” and “affirmation” is not always 
clear-cut. In #2062 it is fairly clear that the sentences governed by אַף further 
specify “delivers me from my enemies”, and in this way affirms what is said 
in the previous utterance. In the case of #16, the question may be asked: is 
Ps. 89:22b additional information “what’s more”, or does it merely further 
specify and affirm what is said in 22a, in other words, “yes, indeed”? 63

Despite this “fussy border” between the semantic categories “noteworthy 
addition” and “affirmation”, what is relevant as far as this investigation is con-
cerned, is the following: firstly, in comparison with גַּם ,אַף occurs significantly 
more frequently (19/134 versus 13/769) in contexts where it can have an 

56) Deut. 31:27; 1 Sam. 14:30; 21:6; 2 Sam. 4:11; 16:11; 2 Kgs 5:13; Ezek. 14:21; Prov. 11:31; 
15:11; 19:7; 21:27.
57) Job 9:14; 15:16; 25:6; 35:14; Prov. 17:7; 19:10; 2 Chron. 6:18; 32:15.
58) For the word class “conjunctive adverb”, cf. H. Bussman, Routledge Dictionary of Language 
and Linguistics (London, 1998), p. 95.
59) For the concept “connective”, cf. J. Caron, “Towards a Procedural Approach to the Meaning 
of Connectives”, in J. Costermans and M. Fayol (eds.), Processing Interclausal Relationships. 
Studies in the Production of Comprehension of Text (New Jersey, 1997), p. 53. 
60) This interpretation disagrees with T. Muraoka, p. 143, who also observes that “emphasis in 
the sense of asseveration is not a function of the particle”.
61) In two cases noun phrases, and not sentences, are involved, viz. Isa. 35:2 and Prov. 22:19.
62) Deut. 33:3; Isa. 26:11; 42:13; 43:7,19; 46:6; 48:13,15; Pss. 16:6; 77:17,18; 89:22; 93:1; 
96:10; 1 Chron. 16:30. Also Isa. 33:2; Job 6:27.
63) Cf. how the following versions differ in their translation of אַף: NRSV: “my hand shall 
always remain with him, my arm also shall strengthen him”; NIV: “My hand will sustain him, 
surely my arm will strengthen him”; NJPS: “My hand shall be constantly with him, and my arm 
shall strengthen him”.
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affirmative interpretation, and secondly, the shift in meaning from “notewor-
thy addition” to “affirmation” is not hard to “motivate.”64

The above-mentioned shift in meaning may also explain another (second-
ary) shift in meaning, viz. those instances where אַף does not connect two 
pieces of information, but is used in a question as a sentence adverbial.65 In 
each instance the factuality (“is indeed”?) of an event (#22)66 or state of affairs 
(#24) is questioned.67

Apart from operating as a sentence adverbial, the syntactic features of this 
semantic category are similar to those of “noteworthy addition”. אַף is pre-
dominantly a conjunctive adverb and sometimes a macro-syntactic connective.

(iii) Addition (About 15%)

Another less frequent, but not rare, use of אַף is one that corresponds with 
the most prototypical use of גַּם as a focus particle (see the first paragraph 
of §4.). The translation values in most cases (16/21) are “also, too” (#6).68 In 
five instances it may be argued that an extreme or unexpected entity must be 
added. In these cases, a translation value of “even” (#7)69 would be appropri-
ate. These instances would be regarded as “noteworthy additions” and then 
belong to (i) above.

In a few instances (3/134), אַף is the second member of a coordinated 
phrase. In the case of #2, it may be argued that the information signalled 
to be added by means of אַף has one or another type of relevance in the con-
text. In other words, the permission of the king (Neh. 2:8) was the most 
important part of what Nehemiah told his audience that inspires them to act 
(Neh. 2:18b). This use of אַף then also belongs to (i) above.

The same cannot be said of #170 and #32. Is אַף here functioning as a near-
synonym of ְ71 ו or does it do something more, a nuance that can be expressed 
by “as well as”? Consider also examples #14 and #18 above.

64) For the concept “motivation” in this context, cf. G. Lakoff, Women, Fire, and Dangerous 
Things: What can Categories Reveal about the Mind (Chicago, 1987), p. 91.
65) For the word class “sentence adverbial”, cf. H. Bussman, p. 428.
66) In Gen. 18:13 the question word is followed by a sentence adverbial. In Gen. 3:1 the ques-
tion word is absent and a content clause introduced by כִּי is governed by אַף.
67) Gen. 3:1; 18:13,24; Job 34:17; 40:8.
68) Gen. 40:16; Lev. 26:42 (2x); Deut. 15:17; 2:11,20; Judg. 5:29; 2 Sam. 20:14; Job 32:10,17 
(2x); 37:1; Neh. 13:15; 1 Chron. 8:32; 9:38.
69) Also in Isa. 46:7 and Neh. 9:18 אַף precedes a temporal adjunct. Cf. also Ps. 68:19; Job 14:3.
70) Also Ps. 89:6.
71) In C. H. J. van der Merwe (  JSS [forthcoming]), it has been established that in a similar syn-
tactic construction, i.e. גַּם without ְו in a coordinated phrase, גַּם is used as a near-synonym of ְו.
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32 יִם פִּלְאֲךָ֣ יְהוָ֑ה  וְי֘וֹד֤וּ שָׁמַ֣
ים׃  ל קְדשִֹֽׁ מֽוּנָתְךָ֗ בִּקְהַ֥ אַף־אֱ֝

Let the heavens praise your won-
ders, O Lord, and/as well as your 
faithfulness in the assembly of the 
holy ones (Ps. 89:5).

(iv) A Corresponding Reaction of an Actor x to that of an Action by an Actor y

In about 5% of cases, אַף points out, just like the focus particle 72,גַּם the role 
of people or God in a corresponding reaction (#10).73

(v) Noteworthy In-/Exclusion (about 10%)

Another category that was listed separately, on mainly syntactic grounds, is 
that of אַף + clause // אַף + clause (// אַף + clause) (#25).74 This use of אַף as a 
correlative conjunction75 is regarded as “noteworthy inclusion”, since it signals 
that the information referred to in each sentence preceded by אַף carries equal 
weight as far as the substantiation of explicit or implicit assertion is concerned.

As far as the categories (iii-v) are concerned, אַף operates as a near-synonym 
of גַּם. Like גַּם, it appears in a few cases to be a near-synonym of ְו. In (iii-iv) 
its syntagmatic distribution corresponds with that of גַּם when it is used as a 
focus particle and in (v) when it is used as a correlative conjunction.

5. Conclusions

This empirical study confirms the hypothesis that it is possible to provide 
a more nuanced description of אַף than those that may be found in current 
lexica, the works of Muraoka (1985), Waltke and O’Connor (1990) and Van 
der Merwe, Naudé and Kroeze (1999). Although each of the 134 instances of 
 cannot be assigned unambiguously to one discrete semantic category, and אַף
although about 30% of its occurrences display exactly the same syntactic and 
semantic features as גַּם, this study has shown that the most prototypical uses of 
-What is more, commencing with the most proto .גַּם differ from those of אַף

72) See §3.2.1(iii).
73) Lev. 26:16,28,41; Ps. 89:28; 2 Chron. 12:5.
74) Also Isa. 40:24 (3x); 41:10 (2x), 44:15 (2x); 46:11 (3x). Despite the syntactic similarities, 
the use of אַף in Isa. 40:24 and 46:11 are not prototypical examples of this category in the same 
way as Isa. 41:26. For example, in Isa. 46:11, four sentences (which form two pairs) are 
involved, but the third one lacks אַף.
75) For the notion “correlative conjunction”, cf. R. D. Huddleston and G. K. Pullum, The Cam-
bridge Grammar of the English Language (Cambridge, 2002).
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typical uses of אַף, the following semantic-pragmatic categories have been iden-
tified, as well as the syntactic constructions (formalized in terms of word class 
labels) and translation values that could be associated with each category of use:

 typically signals noteworthy addition. This happens predominantly  אַף .1
when אַף is a conjunctive adverb, or sometimes when it is used as a 
macro-syntactic marker (i.e. when it governs the content of more than 
one sentence). In these cases, English translation equivalents like 
“moreover, what’s more, what’s worse” capture the semantic relation 
signalled by אַף. In a few cases where אַף functions as a focus particle, 

noteworthy addition is also involved. In cases where אַף governs a con-
stituent, a translation value can be “even”, and where it occurs in a 
coordinated phrase, “álso” seems to capture the nuance of noteworthy 
addition. Although אַף כִּי gained a very specific meaning, translatable as 
“how much more” or “how much less”, this fixed expression unambig-
uously signals a noteworthy addition.

2. In  a number of instances a semantic relation of affirmation is displayed 
by אַף. That happens mainly when אַף is a conjunctive adverb or a 
macro-syntactic connective. In these cases a translation value of “yes, 
indeed” can be used to express the affirmative relation. In those few 
instances where the factuality of event or state is questioned in the form 
of a sentence adverbial, אַף can best be rendered as “indeed?”

3. In  addition, when it mainly functions as a near-synonym of the focus 
particle,76 it is hard to describe the addition signal by אַף as noteworthy, 
and the mere “addition” is then to be rendered as “ánd, also, as well as”.

4. Al so, in analogy to the focus particle גַּם, there are a few instances where 
a corresponding reaction of an actor is signalled to be translated as “also 
x”, or “in turn x”.

5.  Noteworthy in-/exclusion “(n)either . . . (n)or” in the format of a correla-
tive conjunction is rare, but indeed attested.

76) In contrast to its use as conjunctive adverb or macro-syntactic connective, which occurs pre-
dominantly in poetic texts, the use of אַף as a focus particle is significantly more frequent in 
non-poetic texts. 


