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ANAPHORS BEFORE INTENSIFIERS:
NAFS-X IN HEBREW AND ARABIC*

Noa BassEeL
UNIVERSITY OF M ASSACHUSETTS AMHERST

ApstracT The history of English x-self has informed both diachronic and
synchronic accounts of anaphors by showing that its source is the focused
adjective known as intensifier (as in the queen herself came). 1 present two
corpora surveys that show a reversed historical trajectory for the Semitic
anaphor nafs-x. The findings suggest a refined explanation to the cross-
linguistic homophony between anaphors and intensifiers and to the role of
complex anaphors in grammar.

1 INTRODUCTION

Reflexive anaphors have been a point of interest in formal linguistics for their
role in regulating coreference with c-commanding DPs, demonstrated in (1).
The anaphor herself refers to the same person as the queen, while the pronoun
her has to be somebody else.

(1) a.  The queeny invited {herself, /*her} to the party.
b.  The queen, invited {*herself, /her,} to the party.

This division of labor was a central puzzle in Government and Binding The-
ory (Chomsky 1981, 1986) and many accounts since. A separate puzzle con-
cerns the parallel use of morphologically-complex anaphors as a way of em-
phasis, illustrated in (2) (capital letters mark narrow focus).
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(2) a. The queen HERSELF came to the party.
b.  The queen signs official letters HERSELF.

herself is optional in these sentences and does not affect their truth value, but
rather contributes to an inference regarding other entities that attended the
party (2a) or could be signing letters (2b). These inferences resonate with
well-known effects of focus particles: (2a) can be paraphrased as (3a), and
(2b) as (3b).

(3) a.  Even the queen came to the party.
b.  Only the queen signs official letters.

The standard approach to this use of self, known in the literature as intensi-
fier, is that it is indeed a type of focus operation (Moravcsik 1972, Konig &
Siemund 1996, Konig & Gast 2006, Cohen 2010). This situates x-self as an
exponent of two essentially different grammatical objects: a pronoun with a
locally-bound interpretation in (1) and an adnominal or adverbial focus oper-
ator in (2). A random homophony is an unlikely explanation for the anaphor-
intensifier duality since it is rather common across languages. Konig, Siemund
& Topper (2013) found 56% of a representative sample of 168 languages to
exhibit some formal identity between anaphors and intensifiers. That is, it is
more common for anaphors and intensifiers to share form than the alternative
where they are unrelated.

Diachronic studies starting with Penning (1875) offer a straightforward
explanation, by which intensifier self is the historical source of the anaphor.
Specifically, the anaphor x-self is the result of combining an independent self
morpheme with a pronoun (Farr 1905, Visser 1966, Mitchell 1979, Keenan
1994, Konig & Siemund 1996, van Gelderen 1996, Peitsara 1997, and many
others). Old English pronouns are not restricted in reference, so the self mor-
pheme is not required but merely strengthens the locally-coreferential read-
ing over a disjoint one.

Keenan (1994) argued more specifically that Old English self facilitates
local coreference in contexts in which it is the least likely reading. Konig &
Siemund (1996) derive this result from the intensifier’s effect of marking enti-
ties as salient in the discourse, which locally points to the most recently men-
tioned individual. According to Ariel (2008) and Haspelmath (2008), this is
also the key for understanding the role of self anaphors in Modern English in
place of the traditional syntactic restrictions. That is, both diachronic and syn-
chronic accounts of anaphors have been informed by the historical shift from
intensifier to anaphor in English, and this was so far considered a universal
path of change (Kemmer 1993, Heine 1999, Konig & Siemund 2000a).
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This paper shows based on two Western Semitic languages — Hebrew and
Standard Arabic — that the reverse trajectory seen below is also attested.

(4) ’soul’ > anaphor > intensifier ( > ‘same’)

The discourse pressure of resolving the anaphor’s reference via focus does not
explain this trajectory, because the intensifier reading does not exist prior to
the anaphor’s emergence. I will argue that this pressure is irrelevant for He-
brew and Arabic regardless, since Principle-B style restrictions on pronouns
predate the anaphor in these languages. I will propose that the predeces-
sors of Hebrew and Arabic anaphors circumvent Principle B not via focus
operations but due to their internal structure as possessive phrases in the con-
struct state, which form independent binding domains in which pronouns are
free. This suggests a richer typological picture for the emergence of anaphors,
which includes a focus-based route (English and many other Indo-European
languages) and a structure-based one (Hebrew and Arabic).

The remainder of this introduction provides background on the surveyed
anaphors (Section 1.1) and the state of the art regarding the historical devel-
opment of anaphors in English (Section 1.2). The following sections present
results of two corpora surveys (Section 2) and discuss their theoretical impli-
cations (Section 3). Section 4 concludes the paper.

1.1 ‘soul” anaphors

The current focus is two cognates of the Semitic anaphor nafs-x, lit. ‘soul of x’,
which belongs to the larger class of anaphors that contain body-part terms.
Faltz (1985) noted that such anaphors are built as a compound headed by
the body part morpheme, in contrast with anaphors that contain intensifiers
like English x-self, in which the pronoun is the head. Figure 1 locates the
two anaphoric elements within Faltz’s broader typology of strategies for local
coreference (see Kemmer 1993, Haspelmath 2023 for more nuanced distinc-
tions).

In the Semitic context, anaphors appear in a possessive structure known
as the construct state, a noun-noun compound in which the prenominal DP
is understood as a possessee, seen in (5). The standard view is that the head
noun in Semitic constructs acquires a possessee meaning by raising to D,
which often causes a morphological alternation. (Ritter 1988, Borer, Booij
& van Marle 1988, Borer 1999, 2008, Heller 2002, Fassi Fehri 2004, Siloni 1997,
Ouwayda 2010; cf. Shlonsky (2012) for a base-generation account).
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Reflexive strategies

f 1
Verbal strategies Nominal strategies

I 1
Compound reflexives Simple reflexives
[ 1
Head reflexives Adjunct reflexives
nafs-x x-self

Figure1l A typology of reflexive constructions according to Faltz (1985)

(5) Biblical Hebrew:
nepe§  ha-adam
soul.of DET-man
‘the human soul’

DP
D NP
‘ /\
coulof  DF N
N PN
D NP N
— \_

man’  ‘soul’

In the typical Semitic anaphor, the possessor is a pronominal suffix, e.g., nafsa-
hu “his soul” (Standard Arabic), acm-o ‘his bone’, ras-u ‘his head” (Amharic),
seen below in various person, gender, and number declensions.

‘Soul” anaphors are particularly common in Semitic, documented in Egyp-
tian Aramaic since at least the 7" century BCE (Muraoka & Porten 2015), with
cognates in Classical Mandaic (Macuch 1965), Classical Arabic, Iraqi Arabic,
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Modern Standard Palestinian ~Amharic
Hebrew Arabic Arabic (Leslau 1995)
acm-i nafs-i hal-i ras-e
1scG
‘my bone’ ‘my soul’ ‘my state”  ‘my head’
2sG.F/M acm-ex/exa nafs-uki/uka hal-ek/ak  ras-as/ah
3sGc.F/M acm-a/o nafs-uha/uhu hal-ha/a ras-wa/u
1rL acm-enu nafs-una ha:l-na ras-ac¢an
2 pL.F/M acm-exen/exem anfs-ukunna/ukum hal-ku ras-ac¢éowh
3PL.E/M acm-an/am nafs-uhunna/uhum  hal-hen ras-acéaw

Table1l  Semitic Body part anaphors

Syrian Arabic, Egyptian Arabic, Syriac Aramaic, Christian Palestinian Ara-
maic, Neo-West Aramaic, Biblical Hebrew, Ge’ez, Tigré, Tigrinya and Modern
Standard Arabic (Rubin 2005). Early lexical meanings include the concepts
‘breath’, ‘life’, and the center of emotions (Urbach 1975, Francois 2008). Mod-
ern varieties feature nafs expressions as anaphors, intensifiers, and modifiers
meanings 'same’, illustrated bellow in Arabic.

(6) a. Reflexive:

al-xut‘at™-u la tukarir-u nafs-a-ha
the-plans-NoM NEG repeats.3sG.F-iMP  self-acc-3sc.
al-hurub-u la tukarir-u nafs-a-ha

the-wars-NoM NEG repeats.3sG.F-iMp  self-acc-3sG.

‘The plans do not repeat themselves, the wars do not repeat

themselves.’ (Modern Standard Arabic, ArTenTen12)
b. Intensifier:

w-al kitab-u al-muqaddas-i nafs-u-hu

and-the book-nom the-holy-Gen  soul-nom-3sG.m

dukir-a fi-hi ma-la  jagel San fSifrina

mentioned.3sG.M-PERF in-3sG.M NEG-NEG less from twenty
mud‘ahar-at-en.

manifestation-pL-INDD

‘and the Bible itself mentioned no less than twenty
demonstrations.’ (Modern Standard Arabic, ArTenTen12)
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c. ‘same’:
nafs l-bahr wa-s-sat
soul the-sea and-the-coast
‘the same sea and coast’
(Palestinian Arabic, Haya Zaatry, ‘borders and promises’, line 3)

This collection of meanings resembles English x-self and even more so the
French anaphor x-méme, in which méme has the meanings of intensifier and
‘same’ before it becomes part of the anaphor (Waltereit 2012). These similari-
ties make ‘soul’ a test case for whether the historical trajectory in English and
French extends to Semitic languages. The upcoming subsection presents the
main facts from English before proceeding to the current survey.

1.2 The history of English anaphors

Historical corpora show that the English anaphor emerged into a system in
which pronouns can refer to any salient entity rather than being limited by
Principle B of the Binding Theory. To illustrate, in (7), the accusative pronoun
hine corefers with the local subject Adam.

(7) Old English (Konig & Siemund 2000a: 32a)

ba behydde Adam hine & his wif eac swa dyde.
and hide Adam him.acc and his wife also same did

“and Adam hid himself and his wife did the same”

Self exists in Old English as an independent adjective that modifies nouns
(below, 8a), pronouns, (8b), or verbs (8c). As indicated by the translations,
it is at least a close parallel of the Modern English x-self intensifier, and I will
assume that existing analyses of the Modern intensifier (e.g., by Konig &
Siemund 1996 and subsequent work) apply to its predecessor.

(8) Old English:

a. ond se cyning sylfa
and the king  seLF

‘And the king himself.
b. swa he self gecwed

as he seLF says

‘as he himself says.’
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c. ac he him sylf gewat
but he him seLr depart

‘but he died alone’
(van Gelderen 2000: 80-81, Konig & Siemund 2000a: 48)

The cited work states that intensifiers that join pronouns strengthen their
locally-dependent reading over an independent discourse reference. Depend-
ing on the choice of analysis, this effect may follow from appealing to the most
discourse-salient entity (Konig & Siemund 2000b) or ruling out contextual al-
ternatives through the mechanism of scalar implicature (Bassel 2026). Such
strengthening is crucial in contexts in which self-inflicted actions are unex-
pected, the most classic examples being contexts of violence like those in (9).

(9) a. tat he hyne sylfne  gewrac
that he him-acc self-acc avenged

‘He avenged himself. (van Gelderen 2000: 34)

b. Judas hine selfne  aheng.
judas him.acc self.acc hang

‘Tudas hung himself. (Visser 1966: p. 423)

The frequency at which self appeared with locally bound pronouns gradu-
ally increased over a period of five centuries from 0.16 to 1.20 instances per
1000 words (Keenan 1994, Peitsara 1997, Lange 2001). Naturally, this increase
came at the expense of coreferential uses of bare pronouns, which dropped
from 1.33/1000w to near zero. During the same period, self lost the adjectival
case and person morphology and became one prosodic word with the pro-
noun. The pronominal system of English stabilized around 1600 CE, with him
and himself becoming designated forms for disjoint and coreferential read-
ings, respectively. A complementary process has turned the intensifier into a
complex form analogous to the anaphor.

A common semantic explanation for the evolution of intensifiers to anaph-
ors is that the they share the meaning of an identity statement, applied to
individuals in a minimal sentence (for anaphors) or across focus alternatives
(in intensifiers) (Hole 2006a, Eckardt 2001, Konig & Gast 2006, Reuland &
Winter 2009). This leaves room for the possibility that some languages arrive
at the same homophony through the reverse trajectory, in which the identity
operator emerges as part of the pronominal system and only then acquires
the pragmatic function of focus-based inferences. I argue that Arabic nafs-x
realizes this option.
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Previous literature has entertained the possibility that some anaphors em-
erge directly from body-parts (Faltz 1985), and there are proposals for a paral-
lel development of anaphors and intensifiers in Classical Arabic Anghelescu
(2011) and Georgian (Amiridze & Leuschner 2002, Evseeva & Salaberri 2018).
My proposal goes a step further to suggest that the Arabic 'soul” intensifier
follows the anaphor.

2 Dara

I tracked occurrences of the ‘soul” lexeme in two large corpora of ancient lan-
guages in the Northwest Semitic branch: the Hebrew Bible (Biblical Hebrew,
306,757 words, 1% millennium BCE) and the Qur®an (Classical Arabic, 77,797
words, 7 century CE).

Both corpora predate the convention of a reflexive anaphor in the respec-
tive languages, which express reflexivity mainly through verb morphology,
alongside a collection of body terms. These include the cognates naps and
nafs, as well as gereb ‘innards’, léb ‘heart’ and r0'§ ‘head’ in Hebrew, fajien
‘eye’ and wadzh ‘face’ in Arabic, all appear in the possessive construct state
(Gesenius 1813, Wright 1898, Jotion 1923, Sarfatti 1992, Jones 2017).

nafs-x starts appearing as a general reflexive strategy in grammars of Clas-
sical Arabic based on texts from the late 8t century (Fischer 1972), some 100
years after the appearance of the Qur®anic text. There is no documentation of
naps-x becoming a broad reflexive strategy in Biblical Hebrew as the language
ceased to be spoken in the first century CE and was succeeded by Rabbinic
Hebrew, which already featured an anaphor/intensifier acm-x "bone of x” as
a loan translation from Jewish Palestinian Aramaic. I assume based on this
background that the Biblical and the Quranic texts provide snapshots of a
transition from possessive 'soul’ to anaphor/ intensifier. My goal for the cur-
rent survey was to see whether the intensifier meaning that is associated with
‘soul” anaphors in later varieties was available to speakers during the change
from possessive phrase to anaphor.

2.1 Methodology
2.1.1 Data extraction and classification

I collected instances of Biblical nepes (¥81) and Quranic nafs (_.4) in base
form and in the construct state with all possible pronominal suffixes using
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Logos Bible software! and almaany.com.

I manually encoded the entries according to their meaning in context, fol-
lowing standard formal analyses of anaphors and intensifiers. A data point
was considered an anaphor when it co-referred with a local c-commanding
DP, and an intensifier when there a focus alternative was recoverable from
the near context (Chomsky 1981, Kénig & Siemund 1996). I determined the
meaning of verses containing nepes based on my own Bible education, com-
mon interpreters, consultation with Bible scholars and a comparison of classic
and modern English translations. For nafs I relied on an aggregation of over
40 Quran translations to English (see appendix a), consultation with speak-
ers of Modern Standard Arabic with Islamic background, and consultation
with Qur®an scholars.

2.1.2  Transliteration and English translation

I followed the conventions of the Society of Biblical Literature for Hebrew
and the Encyclopedia of Arabic language and linguistics (Versteegh, Elgibali
& Zaborski 2009) for Arabic. English translations are from the New Interna-
tional Version of the Hebrew Bible and Marmaduke Pickthall’s translation of
the Qur’an unless otherwise stated. I chose the translations based on their
transparency with respect to the literal text. I glossed nepe$ and nafs as ‘soul’
for simplicity without committing to the conceptual entity that is associated
with this term in the relevant cultures.

2.1.3  Chronological information

I kept track of the distribution of instances across broadly-accepted chrono-
logical divisions of the corpora: for the Bible, Classical and Late Biblical He-
brew, which are before and after the historical exile of Jewish scholarly elite
to Babylon during the 6" century BCE (Fassberg 2016, Hendel & Joosten
2018); for the Qur’an, periods suggested by al Zanjani (1353/1935) (quoted
in Karimi-Nia 2013) and Noldeke (1909), known as the Meccan period (di-
vided into three sub-periods) (610-622 CE) and the Medina period (622-632
CE) (cf. Robinson 2003, Riddell 2017, Sinai 2017). The chronological break-
down showed no significant correlations and was excluded from the results
section.

1 Wicker, ].R. (2003) Logos Bible software. Series X. Biblical languages supplement. Southwest-
ern Journal of Theology, 46, 96-97.
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2.2 Results

2.2.1 Biblical nepes

I extracted a total of 754 occurrences of nepes and the construct-state allo-
morph naps- from the Hebrew Bible Masoretic Text. The most prevalent con-
texts were of emotional states (10 below), desires (11), and ‘life” as a state
(12) or an entity (13). The meaning "person’ in singular, plural, or mass arises
when nepes appears with overt determiners and numerals (e.g., ha-nepes ‘the
people’, lit: ‘the soul’, 'nepes ahat ‘a person’/ indefinite pronoun, lit: ‘one
soul’, see example in 13).

(10)

(11)

(12)

(13)

Emotions:

‘al miskab-i, bal-leylot, bigqasti, ‘et Se-’ahdba

on bed.of-1sc in.the-nights request.lsc acc that-love.3sG.F
naps-i; bigqas-ti-w, wa-l0>  masa@-ti-w
soul.of-1sc request-1sG-3sc.m and-NeG find-1sG-3sG.m

‘All night long on my bed I looked for the one my heart loves; I

looked for him but did not find him.’ (Song of songs 3:1)
Desire:

ki tabo’ ba-kerem re‘e-ka wa-"akalta

if come.2sgM in-vineyard.GeN neighbor.of-2scm and-eat.2scMm
‘dnabim ko-naps-aka sab‘e-ka wa-el  keloy-ka

grapes as-soul.of-2sc.m satiation.of.2sc.m and-to vessel.of-2sG.m
o’ titten.
neg put.2sgm
‘If you enter your neighbor’s vineyard, you may eat all the grapes
you want, but do not put any in your basket.’

(Deuteronomy 23:25, New International version)

Life:

wa-‘attah yshwah qah-na et naps-i mimmeni:
and-now rLord take-therefore acc soul.of-1sc from.lsc
ki tov ~ mot-i me-hayyay

because good death.of-1sc from-life.of.1sG

‘Now, Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to
live (Jonah 4:3)

Indefinite pronoun:

wa-’im nepe$ ‘ahat tehéta’>  bi-Sgagah wa-hiqriba

and-if soul one.sG.F sin.3sG.F in-error and-sacrifice.3sG.F
‘ez bat Sonata lo-hatta@’t

goat aged.sc.F year to.sin

10
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‘And if any soul sin through ignorance, then he shall bring a she goat
of the first year for a sin offering.’ (Numbers 15.27)

The latter verse is a clear case of a bleached use of nepes since it lists actions
that one is required to perform in the physical rather than emotional domain
(sacrifice a goat).

Instances in the base form were all locally disjoint, as expected assuming
Binding Principle C. Suffixed forms were often coreferential at the suffix level,
see examples for the emotional-state interpretation and the ‘life” interpreta-
tion in (14a-b, respectively). The translations of such instances in English
versions of the Bible vary between ‘x’s soul/life” and “x-self’.

(14) Coreferential instances of naps-x

a. Sabbat Sabbaton hi’ la- kem, we-‘innitem
sabbath sabbatical cop to-you and-afflict.3pL.M acc
‘et naps-ot-eyxem huqqat ‘olam.
soul.of-pL- 2PL.M law.of eternity

‘It is a day of sabbath rest, and you must deny {your
souls/yourselves}; it is a lasting ordinance.”  (Leviticus 16.31)

b. hinné hayu kis-qas§ ’eés§ Srafat-am, 0’  yassilii
here were as-straw fire burn.3sc.F-them NEeG save.3rPL.M
’et naps-am miy-yad lehaba;

acc soul-cen.3rL.M from-hand.of flame

‘Surely they are like stubble; the fire will burn them up. They
cannot even save {their lives/themselves} from the power of the
flame. (Isaiah 47:14)

All coreferential instances of naps-x in the Bible fit one of its lexical meanings,
indicating that this expression did not come close to the level of semantic
bleaching observed in modern nafs-x anaphors. Out of the suffixed instances,
55 instances with the meaning of emotional states and desires — which I will
refer to collectively as the 'soul’ meaning — were coreferenced with a local c-
commanding antecedent, along with 45 ’life” instances. 67 and 73 instances
were disjoint in the two respective meanings. This amounts to a rather sub-
stantial rate of 41.7% locally-bound instances among the suffixed forms. A
summary of the results is presented in Table 2.

For comparison, suffixed instances of the lexeme ‘heart” —lib-x —present
local coreference in 66 out of 249 occurrences, or 26.51%. This difference
was statistically significant in a chi-square text (X?(1,N = 555) = 24.88,p <
.00001), which confirms the status of the ‘soul’ lexeme as a reflexive strategy
noted by Bible scholars (Gesenius 1813, Sarfatti 1992, Jones 2017).

11
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Form Meaning Ref. Count Example Source
L ki ba@’ii mayim ‘ad napes Psalm
throat disjoint 2 ‘for water came unto the throat” 69:2
person disjoint 120 jlm nepes ’ahg_t tehéta’ bi-svgdgd’h Num.
Base if a person sins through error”  15:27
L wat-tigsar nepes-ha‘am Num.
soul disjoint 288 , . L
the people grew impatient 21:4
. L nepes tahat napes Lev.
life disjoint 105 ‘a life for a life’ 24:18
disjoint 67 1rabbim omrim la-naps“}' Psalm
many say of my soul 3:3
soul ‘innitem ‘et napsotékem Lev.
coref. 55 , ,
) (you) torture your souls 16:31
Suffixed = —
disioint 73 qah-nd ’et napsi Jonah
) ‘take my life’ 4:3
life coref. 45 fnalltu napsaokem ., Jer
(you) save your lives 48:6
total 754
Table 2 Form, meaning and reference of nepes in the Bible

I found no intensifier use of nepes (i.e., instances that evoke alternative enti-
ties). One suspected exception was the expression Silaxta le-nap$a lit. ‘release
her to her soul’, which has the idiomatic meaning ‘leave her to her own de-
vices” in Modern Hebrew. This belongs to the set of intensifier inferences in
the sense that it describes a situation in which an individual is free from other
contextual-relevant entities. However, commentators of the Bible such as Ibn
Ezra, as well as translators to English (e.g., King James translation) interpret
napsa in this verse as ‘her will’.

(15) wa-haya °im-16° hapasta

and-be
lo-naps-ah
to-soul-GEN.3sG.F

if-Nec want.2sc.m her

bah, wa-silaht-ah
and-send.2sc.Mm-her

‘And it shall be, if thou have no delight in her, then thou shall let her
(Deuteronomy 21.14)

go whither she will.”

Although locally-coreferenced instances were almost half of all suffixed naps-
x instances, their frequency reached a modest rate of 0.18 instances per 1,000
words, which parallels the frequency of coreferenced pronoun-self instances

12
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reported by Keenan (1994) and others for Middle English. These results sug-
gest that naps did not become a conventional anaphor in Biblical Hebrew but
rather remained a lexical strategy for local coreference that is limited by the
semantics of mental or life-threatening contexts.

2.2.2  Qur2anic nafs

I extracted 293 occurrences of nafs and the plural declension “anfus in base and
suffixed forms. 86 base instances divided between the meanings ‘soul” (emo-
tions, desires, and other mental experiences, 67 instances), life and living en-
tities (17 instances), breath (2 instances). ‘Person’ and indefinite pronoun
readings were available for the majority of these cases (55 ‘soul” and 14‘life’
instances, see 19 below and Kayam 2024). I found no ‘person’ instances that
tell completely outside the range of nafs’s lexical meanings, in contrast with
the findings from the Bible (see 13).

207 suffixed instances included 123 “x’s soul” and 15 ‘x’s life” readings, the
great majority of which were locally coreferential: 92 and 13, respectively (17
and 18 bellow illustrate). 61 more instances, which I classified as reflexive
anaphors, were coreferential but did not fit any of the lexical meanings of nafs
(20). These cases were still limited to animate antecedents but did not require
emotional or life-threatening contexts.

Overall, locally coreferential occurrences of nafs-x make up 80.10% of the
suffixed cases in the Qur’an and amount to 2.08 instances per 1000 words,
which is 174% the frequency of x-self in early Modern English. I assume the
difference is tied to the topics covered by each corpora, the Qur’an being more
coherent in themes and styles than the collection of texts in the Helsinki cor-
pus surveyed by Peitsara (1997). Still, a high frequency of coreferential nafs-x
that include non-lexical uses indicates it was a rather broad (though not yet
standardized) reflexive strategy.

(16) Person:
‘alimat nafsun ma  qaddam-at wa-ahhar-at
know soul.nom what before-3pL.F and-after-3pL.F

‘A soul will know what it hath sent before (it) and what left behind’
(Qur‘an 82:5)

(17) Emotions:
fa-’awjasa fi nafs-i-hi hifatan miisa.
so-sensed in soul-Gen-3sG.M fear M.
‘and Moses conceived a fear in his soul. (Qur’an 20:67)

13
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(18) Thoughts:
yuh‘fiina fi ’anfus-i-him ma la yubdina la-ka.
conceal.3pL.M in soul-Gen-3rL.M what NEG show.3pL.M to-2sG.M

‘They conceal in their souls what they show not to you’ (Qur‘an
3:154)

(19) Life:
daraba la-kum mathalan min “anfus-i-kum

give.3sc.m to-2pL.M example from soul-GEN-2PL.M

‘He gives you an example from your own lives’

(Qur’an 30:28, Malik 1997)

(20) Reflexive anaphor:

a.

wa-alladina tadiina min  din-i-hi la
and-those.that invoke.2sc from without-GEN-3sG.M NEG
yastatii-na nasra-kum wa-la ’anfus-a-hum
can-3rL.M  help.3pL.M-2PL.M and-NEG soul.prL-acc-3pL.M
yansuri-na.

help-3rL

‘But those you call upon besides Him, are unable to help you,
and indeed to help themselves’ (Qur®an 7.197)
bwa-id axad-na mitag-a-kum la tasfikiina
and-when take-1rL covenant.acc-Gen.2rL. NEG shed.2rL
dima’-akum wa-la tuxrijiina ’anfus-a-kum
blood-acc-Gen.2rpL.M and-NEG evict.2pL soul.pL-Acc-2PL.M

min  diyar-i-kum tumma aqrartum wa-antum

from home-Gen-2rL.M then  ratified and-you.rL
tashadiina.

witness.2pL

‘When we took a covenant from you: “You shall not shed one
another’s blood, and shall not drive one another from your
dwellings - whereupon you acknowledged it; and thereto you
bear witness’ (Qur°an 2.84)

I found no instances of nafs in the adnominal or adverbial intensifier format,
as well as pre-nominal ‘same” uses. I then searched the full dataset to see
whether the semantic operation of intensifiers can be linked to nafs in other
configurations and found 15 cases in which a focus alternative of a phrase
containing nafs-x appeared in the near context (i.e., a repetition in which nafs-
x is replaced by an alternative entity). Representative examples are listed in

Table 3.

14



Anaphors before intensifiers

Source Context Alternative entites
Q41:53 ma ’ashadtuhum halqa s-samawati wa-l-"ardi Heavens and earth
wa-la halqa °anfusihim
‘I did not make them witnesses of the creation of the
heavens and earth, neither of the creation of themselves’
Q7:197 la yastatitna nasrakum wala ’anfusahum yansuriin You
‘They cannot help you, nor can they help themselves’

Table3  Sentences containing nafs-x and a focus alternative

These instances divided into locally-coreferential (6 instances) and disjoint
(9 instances). Both types usually appear in English translations as anaphors,
leading to an irregular use of x-self in English versions of the Qur’an, as seen
in the following example by Pickthall.

(21) ma ‘asaba min musibatin fi [ardi wa-la fi
NEG befell from disaster in bper-earth and-neG in
>anfus-i-kum.
soul.PL-GEN-2PL.M
‘Naught of disaster befalleth in the earth or in yourselves.’
(Qur’an 57:22)

Kayam (2024) classifies some of these instances ofnafs-x as regular pronouns.
I adopt this classification for all the disjoint cases that do not clearly fit one of
nafs’s lexical meanings. A focus-based inference could be the trigger for the
choice of a nafs expression over a pronoun in these sentences.

For one verse in which nafs was embedded in a prepositional phrase I
could not determine the distance of the antecedent or the contribution of nafs
in cerainty, beyond a potential focus-intensifier reading (10:15). Table 4 sum-
marizes.

3 DiscussioN

The results reveal a number of ways in which the historical development of
Semitic ‘soul” anaphors departs from the familiar route of English x-self. I
address each of them below, starting with the main takeaways: (i) nafs-x
is readily available for a coreferential use before semantic bleaching begins,
while the intensifier reading emerges after bleaching is underway; (ii) the
pragmatic motivation that triggers the emergence of anaphors in English —

15



Bassel

Form Meaning

breath

Ref.

disj.

Count Alt.

2

Example

subhi ida tanaffas
‘and the breath of morning’

Source

81:18

Base soul

disj.

67

hdjatan fi nafsi ya‘qiiba
‘it was but a need of Jacob’s soul’

12:68

life

disj.

17

n-nafsa bin-nafsi wal-‘ayna bil-‘ayni
‘the life for the life and the eye for
the eye’

5:45

soul

disj.

32

bima la tahwa ’anfusukumu
‘that your souls had no desire for’
(Qur®an interpreted, Arberry 1996)

2:87

coref.

91

wa-in tub‘dit ma fi

’anfusikum aw tuhfithu

‘and whether ye make known
what is in your minds or hide it’

2:284

Suffixed life

disj.

’inna llaha Stara mina l-mu’minina
’anfusahum wa-amwalahum

‘Allah hath bought from the believers
their lives and their wealth’

9:111

coref.

13

faddala llahu I-mujahidina bi-amwalihim
wa-"anfusihim ‘ald I-qa‘dina darajatan

‘Allah has elevated in rank

those who strive with their wealth
and their lives above those who stay
behind’ (Clear Qur’an, Khattab 2015)

4:95

Reflexive

coref.

59 7

wa-yuhadhiru-kumu llahu nafsahu
‘God warns you of himself’
(Sahih International translation)

3:28

Pronoun

disj.

8 8

mad asaba min musibatin fi [-’ardi
wald fi *anfusikum

‘No disaster strikes in the earth or
among you’ (Kayam 2024)

57:22

ma yakinu li an ubaddila-hu
min-til°qai nafst

‘I can’t change it on my own’
(Clear Quran)

10:15

total

293

Table 4 Form, meaning, reference, and alternatives-based inference of nafs

in the Qur’an

reducing ambiguity in the discourse —does not apply in Hebrew and Arabic.
That is because suffixed ‘soul” expressions have less limits on their reference
compared to pronouns. nafs-x expressions may refer to any type of entity and
so expand rather than reduce the referential possibilities in the positions they

16



Anaphors before intensifiers

occur in. The reason is that, unlike pronouns in Old English, Hebrew and
Arabic pronouns show near-categorical obviation from local coreference in
the discussed corpora.

The data presented above calls to include a shift from anaphors to inten-
sifiers due to a shared semantic core in the cross-linguistic history of complex
anaphors, alongside the well-known process that merges intensifiers with
pronouns to form anaphors. I will conclude this section with the question
of why unrelated languages develop similar types of anaphors through dif-
ferent trajectories, and propose an explanation based on economy principles.

3.1 Coreferential nafs anticipates the intensifier

The surveyed data show that both the Bible and the Qur’an employ suffixed
‘soul” expressions as a limited reflexive strategy, as argued before by Gese-
nius (1813) and Sarfatti (1992) for Biblical Hebrew and Wright (1898), Kayam
(2024) for Quranic Arabic. I found coreferential instances of Biblical naps-x
in contexts that fit one of their lexical meanings, while Qur®anic nafs-x did not
require the 'soul” or ‘life” interpretation but was limited to living antecedents.
I take these restrictions to be characteristic of a change in progress since these
languages do not distinguish pronouns for animacy, and since anaphors in
the modern varieties are not restricted by animacy or context, as seen in (22-
23). Gradual loss of lexical content that plays out in the relaxation of re-
strictions on the near context is widely documented in processes of semantic
change (Traugott & Dasher 2001, Hopper & Traugott 2003, Grossman & Polis
2014). In this sense, Biblical Hebrew, Quranic Arabic, and Modern Standard
Arabic demonstrate respective stages before, during, and after the bleaching
of nafs-x.

(22) Modern Standard Arabic (repeated from 6):
al-hurub-u la tukarir-u nafs-a-ha.
the-wars-NoMm NEG repeat.3sG.F-iMp soul-acc-3sG.F

‘The wars do not repeat themselves’.

(23) Modern Hebrew:
ha-za‘am rak meSaxpel et acm-o
peErrage only duplicates acc bone-3sG.m

‘The rage only duplicates itself.

Both corpora lack intensifier uses of ‘soul” in the canonical adnominal or ad-
verbial structure that exists for nafs-x and acm-x in the modern languages,
illustrated below (24-25). The occasional use of Qur’anic nafs-x in contexts
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that appeal to focus alternative entities employs DP rather than adjective po-
sitions, and is clearly outnumbered by the anaphoric use of the lexeme.

(24)

(25)

Modern Standard Arabic (repeated from 6):

w-al kitab-u al-muqaddas-i nafs-u-hu
and-the book-nom the-holy-Gen soul-Nom-3sc.m
dukir-a fi-hi ma-la  jagel San fSifrina

mentioned.3sG.m-PERF in-3sG.M NEG-NEG less from twenty
mud‘aharaten.
manifestation.pL

‘and the Bible itself mentioned no less than twenty demonstrations.’

Modern Hebrew:

ha-malka acm-a ena asira kfi Se-rabim
DET-queen bone-3sG.F COPNEG rich as comp-many.3ms.pL
xo$vim

think.ms.pL

‘The queen herself is not as rich as many people believe.”

The absence of intensifier nafs in the base form and near-absence in the suf-
fixed form goes against previous assumptions (informed by the process in En-
glish) that the intensifier reading of a morpheme should feed the anaphoric
one. A similar gap was reported by Bar-Asher Siegal (2013) for Jewish Baby-
lonian Aramaic, where the cognate napsa-x appears as a reflexive anaphor
with a rare use as an adnominal intensifier (26-27, respectively). In Bassel
(2026) I showed that languages in which both the anaphor and the intensifier
are an established convention show a significantly smaller gap in frequency
between them.

(26)

(27)

Jewish Babylonian Aramaic:

rav  yehuda hava mesayyen naps$e-h

Rabbi . cop distinguish.1sc.m soul-GeN.3sG.M

‘Rabbi Yehuda used to distinguish himself’ (Berakhot 30b,
Bar-Asher Siegal 2013, p.183)

ana naps-i ktabit

I soul-GeNn.1sG write

‘I myself wrote:” (Shabbat 105a, Bar-Asher Siegal 2013, p.184)

The order of emergence I propose explains the low frequency of 'soul-x" in-
tensifiers in Jewish Babylonian Aramaic and Qur®anic Arabic, and the lack of
intensifier readings of the ‘soul” base in the Qur®an and the Bible.
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3.2 No reduction of ambiguity

There is some indication that Hebrew and Arabic ‘soul” expressions do not
actually invite the inference of local coreference reported for English self. First,
the following Biblical example shows that given two possible antecedents,
nafs-x does not favor the local subject. Instead, both options are acceptable,
and the more distant antecedent (David) is the one relevant in this context.

(28) Biblical Hebrew:

wa-yar’ dawid ki-yasa’ sa’il lebages ‘et-
and-fear.3sc.M D. coMp-leave.3sG.M s. seek.INF Acc
naps-o

soul-GeNn.3sG.M

‘David, feared that Saul, came out to kill him; (lit. seek his life)’
(Samuel I 23:15)

This shows that nafs-x expressions are ambiguous between local and long-
distance reference. Crucially, philological work has argued that pronouns in
Biblical Hebrew and Classical Arabic are not ambiguous in this sense. Gese-
nius (1813) reports only five instances in which accusative pronouns corefer
with a local subject in the entire Biblical corpus (Jeremiah 7:19, and Ezekiel
43:2,8,10), three of which repeat the same phrase, seen in (29).

(29) yird ha-ro‘im ’6tam, woa-’et  so°n-i o> rag.
herd per-shepherds them and-acc sheep.mass-1sc NeG herd
‘The shepherds fed themselves, and fed not my sheep’ (Ezekiel 34:8)

Three additional instances (Numbers 6:13, Leviticus 22:19, Deuteronomy 34:6)
are mentioned in Sarfatti (1992), following liturgical scholars known as The
Sages (Chazal). This level of marginality suggests that Biblical pronouns fol-
low a restriction along the lines of Principle B. In the Qur°an, local readings of
pronouns are limited to a particular category of verbs known as ‘af'al al-qalb
‘verbs of the heart” (Wright 1898, Kayam 2024). So in the general case, using
nafs-x instead of a pronoun introduces an ambiguity rather than eliminating
it. This fact makes the pragmatic trigger that numerous authors link with En-
glish anaphors diachronically and synchronically irrelevant for the current
case and sets it as a language-specific rather then a universal pressure.

3.3 ‘soul’ expressions are binding domains

We have seen that nafs-x and its Hebrew cognate have to make local corefer-
ence possible without a focus operation, since nafs had no intensifier mean-
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ing in the relevant historical periods. This raises the question of what type
of mechanism makes nafs phrases functional for this purpose. The answer
is straightforward if the ban on local coreference in pronouns in Biblical He-
brew and Qur®anic Arabic is a Principle B violation (i.e., it stems from the
structural configuration the pronouns appear in and not the properties of the
discourse): possessive nafs phrases enable coreference of their pronominal
suffix because they constitute independent binding domains where the adja-
cent pronoun is free.

Reuland (2001) suggests that this is how self morphemes in Modern En-
glish circumvent Principle B. The Semitic possessive phrase shows this prop-
erty overtly since it acts like a binding domain in other contexts. Recall that
possessive nafs-x has the structure of a DP in the construct state, for which
standard analyses place the possessee in D and the possessor as the subject
of the NP complement, as in (30) (repeated from 5).

(30) DP
D NP
‘ /\
coutof PP N
/\ S
D NP N
|~ \_

v

ha-  adam  nepes

/ 7

man’  ‘soul’
The NP may take an internal argument and turn the phrase into a transitive
phrase, as seenin (31). Ibuild on proposals by Ritter (1988) and Siloni (1997)

for Modern Hebrew, assuming that constructs in the ancient varieties of Ara-
bic and Hebrew have the same syntax.

(31) harisat ha-cava et ha-ir
‘The army’s destruction of the city’
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DP
D NP
|
harisat
‘destruction of’ DP

T~ N DP
ha-cava | —
‘the army’ harisa et ha-ir

‘destruction”  ‘the city’

The following examples show that the higher DP position can locally-bind
an anaphor in the lower position (32), while binding into the construct by
an external DP is impossible (33). The construct behaves as its own binding
domain. This means a pronoun inside the construct should be able to co-refer
with the higher subject, which is confirmed in (34).

(32) harisat ha-cava, ‘et “acmo,
destruction.of peT-army acc itself
‘the army’s destruction of itself’ (Siloni 1997: 30)
(33) ha-nasi, hua’sam be-[pp harisat ha-cava, ‘et
pDET-president blamed.rass in destruction.of DET-army acc
“acm-0-1 ,].
bone-3sG.m

‘The president; was responsible for the army’s destruction of
itself; /*himself;.

(34) ha-nasi, tamax be-[pp hasart-0q, me-ha-resima
DET-president supported in removal.of-3sc.m from-per--list
‘The president supported his removal from the list.”

I assume that possessive nafs-x follows the same structure and is likewise a
binding domain.
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(35) nafs-a-hu DP
soul-acc-3sG.m
‘his soul’
D NP
| /\
oo P N
' N P
D’ N
P ‘
D NP ﬁafgﬂ
\ ‘soul’
hu
‘his’

This explains the capacity of nafs-x to corefer with a local subject (which
would be long-distance for the pronominal suffix), as seen in many examples
throughout the corpora, illustrated by (36).

(36) juhlikiina *anfusahum
‘they destroyed their souls’

TP
DP
—_
pro T
\Y DP
|
juhlikiina
‘destroy.2pL.M’
D NP
‘ /\
anfusa  pp N
‘souls.of’ —~ o~

hum N
3rPL.M ‘

2,
Through this structure, possessive nafs-x enables reflexivity without local bind-

ing. The subject and object are linked to the same entity, which is consequen-
tially understood to be acting upon itself, but the pronominal morpheme is

22



Anaphors before intensifiers

locally free. This suggests that the anaphoric use of ‘soul” does not emerge
but is rather inherent to possessive body terms.

3.4 The economy of complex anaphors

The final question I address is why anaphors emerge in languages that can
already convey local coreference with body terms (alongside reflexive verb
templates) —like Hebrew and Arabic —and why the result end up so similar to
the English self anaphor. I propose that this change is motivated by economy
in the sense of van Gelderen (2004), and that this is a shared feature of the
development of anaphors in English and Arabic, despite the opposite direc-
tionalities. I focus here on Arabic since the Hebrew anaphor never completed
its emergence in the Biblical variety, and has ended up entering the grammar
as a loan translation from Jewish Palestinian Aramaic (Segal 1935).

I will assume that possessive nafs-x is a DP in the construct state and that
pronouns are D heads (following the reasoning in Abney (1987)). I take self
to convey identity between individuals, in accordance with a long line of re-
search (Reinhart & Reuland 1993, Antonenko 2012, Sauerland 2013, Bruening
2021, Bassel 2024, among others). This will explain the intensifying capacity
of the same lexeme, if we assume that intensifiers are identity statements that
target focus alternatives (Moravcsik 1972, Eckardt 2001, Hole 2006b, Konig
& Gast 2006, Gast 2007, Charnavel & Sportiche 2022). The emergence of the
anaphor would then be a change from the possessive structure below on the
left (37) to the one on the right, which has nafs as a feature on D (38).

(37) DP (38) DP
/>\ /D>\
D NP |
\ /\ nafsa+hu
nafsa  pp N’ ‘himself’
‘soul.of” ~__ P
D’ N
~ |
D
| ‘soul’
hu
‘his’

Changing from (37) to (38) simplifies the sequence by reinterpreting the moved
nominal head nafsa as base-generated in D. This collapses the structure from
a complex phrase with two sets of ¢-features (‘soul” third person singular,
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the pronoun varies) into a single head that agrees with its antecedent. A
construct-to-anaphor change fits into a family of simplification processes ar-
gued for under the labels univerbation (Lehmann 2020), syntactic reanalysis
(Langacker 1977, Harris & Campbell 1995, Bar-Asher Siegal 2025), optimiza-
tion Condoravdi & Kiparsky (2002), Kiparsky (2012), and economy princi-
ples (Lightfoot 1979, van Gelderen 2004, among many others). The shared
insight is that speakers are motivated to balance the cost of computation by
preferring parses that reduce syntactic operations (move and merge), which
drives a particular direction of change.

Crucially, these same properties exist in the historical development of En-
glish x-self: it appears in Old English as a pronoun modified by an adjective,
each marked for ¢-features and case, then as a complex noun in Middle En-
glish, and finally a Modern English pronoun. That is, although the emergence
of English and Arabic anaphors move in opposite directions with respect to
the intensifier reading, they are aligned from an economical perspective. Both
processes advance toward the less costly strategy for local coreference. The
crucial difference is in what these strategies are originally meant to overcome.

In Biblical Hebrew and Quranic Arabic, locally-coreferenced pronouns
are categorically marked in a way that resembles an arbitrary syntactic re-
striction (Principle B). Such readings are available for Old English pronouns,
but are at times unlikely due to general world knowledge. ‘Soul” and ‘self’ in
their original meanings are each equipped to serve the particular syntactic or
discourse operation that would facilitate local coreference in the respective
contexts. Economy explains how the grammars of these (and many other)
different languages arrived at essentially the same structure that combines a
pronoun and an identity morpheme. Intensifiers apply existing identity mor-
phemes to alternative entities, which explains why English x-self acquired an
intensifier reading once it became an anaphor, although the language already
had self as an intensifier in its own right. French shows a parallel process in
more recent time periods, and currently contains both a simple intensifier and
a complex one (méme and x-méme). The total absence of intensifier ‘soul” ex-
pressions in Biblical Hebrew despite a relatively frequent use of ‘soul-x” as a
reflexive strategy (comparing to other body-part terms) resonates with this
direction of change.

4 CONCLUSION

This paper examined the chronology of anaphors and intensifiers in Hebrew
and Arabic through two large corpora that predate the convention of nafs-x
and acm-x as the main reflexive strategies in the respective languages. The
results from both sources suggest that coreferential uses of nafs-x and other
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body terms have been around in the possessive construct state well before
their use as intensifiers appeared. Both completely lacked an adjectival use of
nafs, but the Qur’an includes a few DP instances of naf-x that appear next to fo-
cus alternatives. This development seems to have required a relatively based
anaphoric use of nafs-x that breaks away from its lexical meaning, which is
found in the Qur°an but not the Bible. This suggests that the anaphoric use of
nafs-x feeds its intensifier use, the reverse direction of the processes in English.
The history of nafs-x indicates that the emergence of anaphors is not merely
a response to the pragmatic pressure of resolving certain ambiguities, but a
process that generates exponents for the fundamental grammatical operation
of marking identity between individuals.
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AprPENDIX A: QUR'AN ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS

The survey results presented in Section 2.2.2 included a breakdown of the dif-
ferent readings of nafs across 273 occurrences. When producing this classifi-
cation, I consulted with an aggregation of 31 translations of the Qur’anic text
to English provided through islamawakened.com, listed below in alphabetical
order of author surnames. Details regarding author and year of publication
were collected from The Internet Archive at archive.org and verified online

vendors.

No. Title Author Year

1 English translation of the message  Syed Vickar Ahamed 2007
of the Qur’an

2 The Qur’an as it explains itself Shabbir Ahmed 2003

3 Al-Qur’an: A Contemporary Ahmed Ali 1984
Translation

4 The Holy Qur’an: Text, Translation ~ Yusuf Ali 1985
and Commentary (Saudi Revision)

5 Qur’an in English Hamid Aziz 2000

6 The Sublime Quran Laleh Bakhtiar 2007

7 Simple and Concise Translation of ~ Ali Bakhtiari Nejad 2003
the Quran

8 The Noble Qur’an: A New Abdalhaqq Bewley and Aisha 1999
Rendering of its Meaning in Bewley
English

9 Quran: Translations Compiled by Bilal Muhammad 2017
Members of the Imam W.D.
Mohammed Community

10 Tafsir Ul Qur’an — Translationand ~ Maulana Abdul Majid 1991
Commentary of the Holy Qur’an Daryabadi

11  Towards Understanding the Muhammad Mahmoud Ghali 1996
Ever-Glorious Qur’an

12 The Qur’an: A New Translation Abdel Haleem 2004

13 The Majestic Qur’an: A Plain Musharraf Hussain 2018
English Translation

14 Qur’an: The Final Revelation Abdul Hye 2006

15  The Qur’an: The First American Thomas Irving 1985
Version

16 Quran in English Talal Itani 2012

17 The Qur’an (English) Wahiduddin Khan 2009

18  English Translation of the Meaning Muhammad Faroog-i-Azam 1997
of Al-Qur’an: The Guidance for Malik
Mankind

19  Towards Understanding the Qur'an Syed Abul Ala Maududi 1972
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20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29

30
31

Title

The Message: A Translation of the
Glorious Qur’an

The Qur’an: Sahih International

Al Kitab

The Meaning of the Glorious Koran
The Qur’an: With a
Phrase-by-Phrase English
Translation

Translation of the Holy Book
Qur’an

Ma’ariful Qur’an

The Quran

The Study Quran: A New
Translation and Commentary

The Qur’an with Annotated
Interpretation in Modern English
The Meanings of the Noble Qur’an
The Clear Qur’an

Author

The Monotheist Group (2011
Edition)

Emily Assami, Mary Kennedy,
Amatullah Bantley

Kamal Omar

Marmaduke Pickthall

Ali Quli Qara’i

Hafiz Ghulam Sarwar
Mohammad Shafi
M.H. Shakir

Seyyed Hossein Nasr

Ali Unal

Muhammad Taqgi Usmani
Mustafa Khattab

Year
2011

1997
2002
1930
2004
1981
1982
1968
2015
2006

2008
2015
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