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FREQUENCY, ANALOGY, AND  
SUPPLETION: √HLK IN THE SEMITIC 

LANGUAGES1 

Jorik (F. J.) Groen 

The verbal root √hlk, with the original meaning ‘to go’, is attested 
in almost every branch of the Semitic language family, including 
Hebrew. In most cases it behaves irregularly, exhibiting unex-
pected paradigms. The phonological changes responsible for the 
anomalous forms are often equally irregular and therefore ad hoc. 

Irregular forms of √hlk are well known and many scholarly 
opinions on their appearance in the individual languages have 
been shared. Despite parallels between the various Semitic 
languages, an investigation from a general Semitic point of view 

1 This paper entails most of the content of the poster I presented at the 
conference Biblical and Rabbinic Hebrew: New Perspectives in Philology 
and Linguistics, Cambridge, 8–10 July 2019. I am grateful for the oppor-
tunity to elaborate on the matter’s theoretical background. I would also 
like to thank those who have reviewed this contribution at any stage of 
its development. Any remaining errors are, of course, my own. Abbre-
viations: Mb = Moabite, Ph = Phoenician, Pun = Punic, Ug = Uga-
ritic, DA = Deir ʿAllā, Aram = Aramaic (varieties), ClArab = Classical 
Arabic, Akk = Akkadian, Ebl = Eblaite, pf. = perfect, impf. = imper-
fect, pret. = preterite, impv. = imperative, inf. = infinitive, a.ptc. = 
active participle, X > Y = sound change, X → Y = analogical change. 

© 2021 Jorik (F. J.) Groen, CC BY 4.0               https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0250.04
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is lacking. In this paper I will point out these parallels, albeit with 
a slight focus on Biblical Hebrew and its closest Northwest 
Semitic relatives. Moreover, I will make use of modern linguistic 
theory in order to explain why some developments are more 
likely to have happened than others. 

1.0. The Data 
We find verbal forms of √hlk in Akkadian, Arabic, and almost all 
Northwest Semitic languages.2 The table on the following page 
sums up the most common forms in each language. 

In most languages the first radical h is missing or behaves 
irregularly in many forms, marked in the table with shading. The 
rationale behind this peculiar feature of √hlk is the main subject 
of this paper and will be treated in detail below. Here I confine 
myself to select observations. 

Excluded from the table are the Biblical Hebrew ‘strong’ 
formations, namely prefix conjugations that preserve the first 
radical, such as imperfect ַיֲהֹלְך and construct infinitive ֲ ֹלְךה . They 
are rare: the 19 such formations are contrasted with exactly 1000 
‘weak’ formations. Furthermore, their restricted attestation in 
presumed foreign or ‘non-Judahite’ passages, such as the book of 
Job (6x) and the Balaam narrative (3x), suggests that they are 
 

 
2 The root is not found in some scarcely attested epigraphic Northwest 
Semitic languages. In Modern South Arabian a trace of this root may be 
found in √tlk ‘to lead (an animal by a rope)’ (Mehri tlūk, Jibbali etlék, 
and Soqoṭri tᵊḷek), which can be explained as a causative derivative of 
√hlk (Kogan 2015, 573). Ethiopic attestations of √hlk, e.g., Tigre halkä 
‘to exert oneself, to die’ and Tigrinya haläḵä ‘to toil, to get weary’ are 
borrowings from Arabic (Kogan 2015, 234–35, fn. 689). 
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style-switching features (cf. Rendsburg 2003, feature II.C.7).3 
These forms have been linked to the Moabite consecutive imper-
fect wʾhlk ‘and I went’ (Meshaʿ lns. 14–15), but it should be noted 
that the strong consecutive imperfect is very rare, being attested 
only twice in Biblical Hebrew, of which ֲהַלך ִּ֥ -and (fire/light‘ ַות 
ning) ran’ (Exod. 9.23) may actually be a piʿʿel form (Joüon and 
Muraoka 2011, §75g: lectio mixta) (the second is ְך לֹ֑ ה  ַֽיַּ  and he‘ וַּ 
passes’ [Job 14.20]).4  

Prior to the discovery of Ugaritic, the absence of the first 
radical was commonly explained as a result of dissimilatory loss 
of this consonant in the hifʿil, i.e., *hahlīk > *hālīk > יך  after ,הֹול 
which it spread to the qal by analogy with the I-w verbs 
(Praetorius 1882). Not only is it most unlikely for analogy to act 
from a less commonly occurring paradigm to a more common 
one (see §3.0), this explanation was also no longer tenable when 

 
3 In the Balaam narrative another instance of forms of ך  that alternate ָהלֲַּ
between foreigners and speakers of Hebrew is use of the long imperative 
-by foreigners (Balaam, Balak, etc.), while God exclusively com ְלָכה
mands with the short variant ֵלְך. On the other hand, this can also be 
explained according to the theory that the long imperative expresses 
motion towards or for the benefit of the speaker (Fassberg 1999). 
4 In relation to the Moabite imperative lk (Meshaʿ ln. 14), where the 
first radical was lost, Blau (1979, 145–46) suggests that Moabite reflects 
a more archaic stage than Biblical Hebrew. Although it is indeed most 
likely that the elision of h started in the imperative (cf. below), I would 
argue that this development happened at an earlier stage (cf. Ugaritic 
lk and ylk). I consider it more likely that wʾhlk does not represent an 
actual Moabite form, as the consecutive imperfect was not native to the 
spoken Moabite language, but a literary feature borrowed from the 
more prestigious Hebrew (Gzella 2011, 430).  
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Ugaritic turned out to have lost the first radical in the G-stem 
(impf. ylk, inf. lkt), but not in the C-stem (impf. aš͗hlk 1S). Although 
Praetorius’ theory of dissimilation remains plausible for the hifʿil 
(Meyer 1992, §78.9b), it is found nowhere else in Biblical 
Hebrew, and is therefore an ad hoc solution.5 

2.0. Frequency 
There are multiple ways in which frequency, more specifically 
token frequency,6 plays a significant role in language change. 

 
5 The only other Biblical Hebrew causative form of a I-h verb, the hofʿal 
ְך ַּ֥  it has (been) turned’ (Job 30.15), was identified as an analogical‘ ָהְהפַּ
restoration by Praetorius (1882, 311–12). On the other hand, the 
change *ʾaʾ- > *ʾā- (e.g., *ʾaʾhab > *ʾāhab > ֹאַהְב vs. *yiʾhab- > ֶיֱאַהב), 
to which Praetorius links the dissimilation of *hah-, is unrelated, as it is 
not a case of dissimilation; a glottal stop was regularly lost in syllable-
final position (and only analogically restored in the less frequent verbs; 
Suchard 2019, 72). Note also that the qal prefix conjugation forms of I-
ʾ virtually always (92 percent) preserves the first radical in spelling 
(e.g., ל  whereas the -ō- (< *-aw-) in the hifʿil prefix conjugations of ,(יֹאכַּ
ְך  and I-w verbs (75 percent) is relatively less often (percent 76) ָהלַּ
written with a mater lectionis. 
6 It is very important in this matter to distinguish between token fre-
quency, how often a phenomenon (word, sound, morpheme, etc.) is 
used in a language, and type frequency, which refers to how often a 
phenomenon occurs in a language (often based on dictionary counts). 
One could say that type frequency concerns langue and token frequency 
concerns parole. The distinction between the two is exemplified by reg-
ular vs. irregular verbs in English: almost 95 percent of the verbs are 
regular (type frequency), but attestations of irregular verbs outnumber 
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High token frequency can either stimulate or prevent formal 
change. This paradox is explained by the Frequency–Implementa-
tion Hypothesis: 

Changes which require analysis—whether syntactic, mor-
phological, or phonological—during their implementation 
affect the least frequent words first; others affect the most 
frequent words first. (Phillips 2001, 134) 

‘Analysis’ in this context is to be understood as the fragmentation 
of an utterance into individual words, morphemes, or sounds as 
performed by the speech recipient in order to interpret the mes-
sage. Common phrases and words, however, are perceived as sin-
gle units rather than sequences of elements (Phillips 2001, 127). 
An example of this is the grammaticalised use of American Eng-
lish I am going to, which can be phonetically reduced to [ˈɑiməɾə̃] 
without becoming misunderstood (Bybee 2001, 11). From the 
speaker’s perspective, recurring utterances of a word or phrase 
undergo ‘automation’ like other highly repetitive behaviours, and 
become less clearly articulated (Bybee 2015, 41). At the other 
side of the conversation, phonetic reduction (i.e., deficient artic-
ulation) generally causes interpretation issues for the listener, but 
this does not apply to contextually predictable words—and the 
more frequent a particular form, the more predictable it is.  

The other aspect of the Frequency–Implementation 
Hypothesis, the stability of frequent words, can be attributed to 
the fact that “the more token frequency a form has, the better 

 

those of regular verbs (token frequency) (Berg 2014, 209). Unless oth-
erwise specified, in the remainder of this paper the label ‘frequency’ 
refers to token frequency. 
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and earlier it is stored in the brain” (Dressler 1985, 333). As such, 
frequent forms are accessed more easily, irrespective of their 
morphological irregularity (Bybee 2015, 95). A speaker of 
English will reproduce the past tense of to go correctly as went 
without hesitation, whereas he needs to derive the past tense 
form of a verb like to vamoose or to abscond. Because went occurs 
frequently, it is stored in the human mind as a lexical item 
separate from the present tense of to go. Hence, very frequent 
forms are resistant to paradigmatic levelling, which is the most 
significant change that requires morphological analysis (cf. 
Phillips 2001, 134). For instance, as word-initial *w had become 
*y in Proto-Northwest Semitic, Biblical Hebrew stative I-w verbs 
like *√wqd > יקד ‘to burn’ were reanalysed as I-y verbs on the 
basis of the forms where it had changed, e.g., the perfect *waqada 
> *yaqada, causing the analogical replacement of word-internal 
*w with *y, such as the imperfect *yiwqadu → *yiyqadu > יַקד  it‘ י 
will burn’. The frequently occurring *yiwkalu ‘he will be able’, 
however, did not undergo this analogical levelling, resulting in 
the form יּוַכל (Blau 2010, §§1.16.2, 1.16.4). Similarly, נתן ‘to give’ 
is the only III-n verb in which the third radical is assimilated to 
a following consonant, e.g., י ת  י .I gave’ vs‘ ָנַתַ֫  I dwelt’; the‘ ָשַכְנת 
verb’s high frequency blocked a morphological analysis nāṯan + 
-tī (cf. Blau 2010, §4.3.8.3.4). 

In conclusion, frequently occurring forms exhibit consistent 
but irregular phonetic reductions that are resistant to 
paradigmatic levelling. 

The verb for ‘to go’ (i.e., denoting basic motion) belongs to 
the most basic lexical stratum of every language and is uttered 
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very often. Within the selection of Biblical Hebrew discourse 
clauses7 (based on the annotations of Van Peursen, Sikkel, and 
Roorda 2015) ְֲך  ranks among the six most frequently used ָהלַּ
verbs. Among the forms of this verb the 2ms ֵלך (and 
morphological variants, 140 attestations) and 2mpl (83) ְלכּו 
imperative forms are the most common forms, accounting for 
more than a quarter of all qal forms of ְך  in direct speech (774 ָהלַּ
in total). This aligns with the paradigmatic independence that is 
found with imperatives, in particular basic directives like ‘go!’, 
‘come!’, ‘give!’, ‘take!’, all over the world (cf. Veselinova 2006, 
139; Maiden, Swearingen, and O’Neill 2009, 105–6).8 Hence, it 
is by no means surprising that this form is phonologically reduced 
throughout Northwest Semitic. At some stage the *h in *hlik,9 

 
7 High-frequency-induced developments are based on occurrences in the 
spoken language. As the differences in the use of verbal forms between 
narrative and discourse clauses in Biblical Hebrew are clear (cf. consec-
utive imperfect vs. imperative), it is a necessity to distinguish these for 
any frequency analysis. 
8 Besides token frequency, the paradigmatic autonomy of imperatives 
can be attributed to their acquisition in a pre-morphological phase in 
several languages, including Modern Hebrew (Berman 1985, 268). Be-
cause the language learner is not aware of a verbal paradigm, “[imper-
atives] are at this stage indistinguishable from interjections” (Maiden, 
Swearingen, and O’Neill 2009, 106). 
9 Some may prefer to reconstruct a bisyllabic form, such as *halik or 
*hilik (e.g., Blau 2010, §4.3.5.2.4.1), as is probably the proto-form of 
Akkadian alik. However, the exact reflex of the form is irrelevant: irreg-
ular phonological reduction can just as well account for the loss of an 
entire (unstressed) syllable *ha-. 
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standing in a phonetically unstable position, was dropped.10 Due 
to a lack of data, it is impossible to date this development more 
accurately than somewhere between Proto-Semitic and Proto-
Northwest Semitic;11 at least the Akkadian imperative alik, 
probably going back to *halik, did not participate. Akkadian does 
show another irregular phonological reduction in the paradigm 
of alākum: original *h exceptionally assimilated to an adjacent 
consonant, e.g., illik < *yihlik-, ittalak < *yihtalik- (or *yithalik-; 
Kouwenberg 2010, 546, fn. 114).12 Most likely, this assimilation 
first occurred in the most frequent form where *h stood before a 
consonant, for instance the preterite *yihlik-, later spreading to 
other forms, presumably on analogy with I-n verbs.13 

 
10 Blau (2010, §3.3.5.5.2; cf. 1979, 145 fn. 14) even appears to assume 
that the root-initial h was lost in the qal imperative of all I-h verbs, later 
being restored by analogy (e.g., *hpuk > *puk > ֲהֹפְך). Although it is 
phonetically not unlikely that the cluster-initial position was too unsta-
ble for a glottal consonant, there is no evidence pointing towards this 
unnecessary sound law.  
11 If the Modern South Arabian causative root √tlk ‘to lead (an animal 
by a rope)’ is indeed related to √hlk (see fn. 2 above), it hints at the loss 
of h in the shared ancestor of Modern South Arabian and Northwest 
Semitic, i.e., Proto-West Semitic. However, these may reflect two par-
allel, yet independent, developments. 
12 That *h does not regularly assimilate to an adjacent consonant in Ak-
kadian can be seen from, e.g., ītawu < *yihtawiw- and ālum < *ʾahlum 
(Huehnergard 2002, 170, fn. 26). 
13 Aramaic forms like impf. 3ms yhk / ְיָהך (attested in Old, Imperial, and 
Biblical Aramaic) are understood by some as irregular outcomes of 
Proto-Northwest Semitic *yahlik-. While the lateral could theoretically 
be subject to phonetic reduction due to high token frequency, there are 
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3.0. Analogy 
In the past, historical linguistics has been accused of using anal-
ogy as a ‘wastebasket’ for linguistic changes that could not be 
explained by regular change or borrowings (Campbell 2013, 91). 
There are, however, several tendencies that aid us in understand-
ing how and—perhaps most importantly—in which direction an-
alogical changes operate (Bybee 2015, 115). 

In the first place, forms that influence each other must be 
semantically related (belonging to the same morphological 
category) as well as phonologically similar. For instance, the past 
tense of verb A cannot be analogically reshaped directly on the 
basis of the present tense of verb B. In the second place, 
analogical change regularly operates from a basic to a derived 
form within a paradigm (Kuryłowicz 1945, 23). The basic form 
is identified as the ‘least marked’ in terms of phonology (short > 
long), morphology (stem only > with affixes), semantics (e.g., 
singular > plural; masculine > feminine; active > passive; 
present > past, future), and, above all, token frequency (frequent 
> rare). Bybee stipulates the following hypothesis: 

High-frequency forms are resistant to change on the basis 
of the structure of other forms or patterns, and more likely 

 

two reasons to question this assumption: (1) the stem-vowel ā (attested 
in Biblical Aramaic) does not agree with the characteristic i of √hlk; (2) 
it is very unlikely that the phonetically less stable *h would be preserved 
in favour of *l (Bybee 2001, 73–74). It goes beyond the scope of this 
contribution to treat the case of Aramaic ‘to go’ in depth, which I intend 
to do in a future publication (Groen forthcoming). 
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to serve as the basis of such change in low-frequency 
forms. (2015, 102) 

Accordingly, after the collapse of the case systems, the Bronze 
Age Northwest Semitic languages generalised the presumably 
more frequent oblique plural ending *-īm/n rather than the mor-
phologically less marked nominative *-ūm/n. Perhaps the most 
famous case of analogy in Biblical Hebrew verbal morphology is 
the introduction of ī in the stem of the strong verb hifʿil imperfect 
יל ים ,.on the basis of analogy to II-wy hifʿil, e.g ַיְקט   :ָיק 
(1) juss. *yaqim : impf. *yaqīmu :: juss. *yaqṭil : impf. X; X = 

*yaqṭīl 

It may seem unlikely that a rather limited verb class can influence 
the paradigm of a regular verb, but less so when we see that 
among hifʿil imperfect forms in Biblical Hebrew direct speech 
clauses the II-wy יב  to return (trans.)’ is the most common‘ ֵהשִׁ
verb, with יא   to bring, insert’ being third.14‘ ֵהבִׁ

Thus, even though frequent forms behave independently of 
the rest of the paradigm, they can conversely serve as an 
analogical model for less frequent forms within the paradigm.  

 
14 Unfortunately, the data (Van Peursen, Sikkel, and Roorda 2015) does 
not distinguish between imperfect and jussive or ‘short imperfect’ forms 
(consecutive imperfects are marked and have been excluded from this 
count). Although the distinction between these forms is essential in this 
analogy—only the II-wy (long) imperfect *yaqīmu > ים  triggered the ָיק 
analogical change to *yaqrību > יב ְקרִׁ  and ָיֵקם < vs. jussive *yaqim) יַּ
consecutive imperfect *wayyaqrib > ְקֵרב יַּ  the length of the theme—(וַּ
vowel is obscured by such factors as verbal ending, object suffix, weak 
third radical (e.g., יא  to bring, insert’), and ambiguous origin (such as‘ ָיבִׁ
the frequent יף/יֹוֵסף  .(Huehnergard 2005, 467–68 ;יֹוסִׁ
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Given the morphological relationship between the 
imperative and the prefix conjugations (including the construct 
infinitive), we may expect the latter to be reshaped in analogy to 
the phonologically reduced imperative of √hlk, as shown in (2). 
After all, the imperative *(h)lik is more basic than the imperfect 
*ya-(h)lik- in terms of phonology, morphology, and frequency.15  
(2) impv. *qtil : impf. *yaqtil- :: impv. *lik : impf. X; X = *yalik- 

Additionally, the anomalous paradigm of √hlk was associated 
with the scheme of the active I-w verbs already before Praetorius 
(1882). The active I-w verbs, most of which are motion verbs like 
√hlk (e.g., √wrd ‘to descend’, √wṣ ́ʾ  ‘to go out’, √wθb ‘to sit down’, 
√wbl ‘to bring’), are characterised by a biradical stem with stem 
vowel i throughout the Semitic languages. 
Table 2 

 BH Ph Ug Aram ClArab Akk 
impf. yērēḏ yšb yrd yittiḇ yaridu urrad 
impv. rēḏ ld FS rd teḇ rid rid 
inf.cs. réḏeṯ šbt θbt — — — 

The similarities of this verb class with √hlk may have formed an 
additional impetus for the previous analogical development and 
also explain the feminine ending -t for the construct infinitive 
(another hallmark of I-w verbs in Northwest Semitic): 

 
15 Cf. Maiden, Swearingen, and O’Neill (2009, 100, with examples on 
pp. 102–3): “imperatives are ‘basic’ members of their paradigms, in that 
they tend both to resist intraparadigmatic leveling and sometimes to be 
the source of such leveling” (emphasis in the original).  
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(3) impv. *rid : impf. *yarid/-u : inf.cs. *rid-t :: impv. *lik : impf. 
X : inf.cs. Y; X=*yalik/-u, Y = *lik-t 

This development could have happened at any time in the history 
of the (West) Semitic languages after the loss of the first radical 
in the imperative. Only in Phoenician did it also spread to the qal 
perfect ylkt 1S */yalaktī/, parallel to the levelling in the paradigm 
of the verb √ntn ‘to give’ in both Phoenician and Ugaritic (impv. 
*/tin/, impf. */yatin-/, pf. */yatan(a)/16). On the basis of Hebrew 
(Blau 2010, §3.3.5.5.1) and Phoenician (yipʿil pf. ylk and impf. 
ylk), I would postulate an additional extension of I-w forms to the 
causative stem of √hlk in Proto-Canaanite. The dissimilatory rule 
*hah- > *hā- (> hō-) put forward by Praetorius (1882) would 
explain the dissimilarity with Ugaritic a͗šhlk1S */ʾašahlik-/, 
though it is unnecessary and otherwise ad hoc (see above). If it 
happened, it must have done so before Phoenician shifted the 
causative morpheme from *hi- to *yi-. 

But were the imperfect forms of √hlk not frequent enough 
to resist paradigmatic levelling?17 It is possible that the loss of h 

 
16 Note that the root-initial y also occurs in Phoenician and Ugaritic 
nominal derivatives of original √ntn (e.g., Punic ytn ‘giving, presenta-
tion’; Ugaritic ytnt ‘gift, offering’), but not with √hlk (e.g., Ugaritic hlk 
‘walk, course’ and hlkt ‘conduct, way of acting’); Punic uulech ‘traveller, 
guest’ probably reflects /(h)ōlik/, but theoretically could be the out-
come of *yōlik > */wōlik/. 
17 Individually, the frequency numbers of imperfect forms of ְֲך -in di ָהלַּ
rect speech do not come near those of the masculine imperative forms 
(2ms 140 attestations, 2mpl 83), with 3mp being most frequent (43), 
followed by the 1s (34), 2ms (33), and 3ms (30). Also the construct 
infinitive (62) and masculine singular participle (58) are more frequent.  
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in the imperfect *yahlik- should indeed be attributed to a 
phonological reduction similar to that in imperative *hlik, but 
there is evidence that the imperfect of √hlk (and active I-w verbs) 
was not as paradigmatically independent as the imperative. If 
Biblical Hebrew ֵיֵלך goes back to *yaylik- (Joüon and Muraoka 
2011, §75c; Suchard 2019, 250),18 it reflects insertion of a first 
root consonant *y. This can only be explained by two-stage 
analogical levelling with I-wy verbs: 
(4) pf. *qaṭal : impf. *yiqṭul :: pf. *yarad : impf. X; X = *yayrid 
(5) impv. *rid : impf. *yayrid :: impv. *lik : impf. X; X = *yaylik 

This analogy is additional proof of the paradigmatic autonomy of 
the imperative, where the *y was analogically added in neither 
I-w verbs nor √hlk. It is unclear whether this development hap-
pened only in (Biblical) Hebrew, as the Canaanite data provides 
no information on the prefix vowel of the relevant verbs. In Uga-
ritic, we can infer from 1s impf. a͗lk /ʾalik-/, a͗rd /ʾarid-/ (vs. *ʾay- 
> /ʾē-/ <i>͗) and the attestation of syllabic representations of 
/yatin-/ (vs. BH ֲֵת ְןיִׁ ) and sim-ilar forms (Sivan 1985, 292) that 
this development did not occur. Given that in Biblical Hebrew 
this -ē- < *-ay- is never spelled with a mater lectionis י (contrasting 

 
18 Others attribute the ṣērē in the prefix to an original i-vowel in the 
prefix, e.g., *yilik (e.g., Blau 2010, §4.3.8.4.12). This does not work for 
the active I-wy verbs, where the prefix vowel is preserved in case of 
remote stress, as in ֵיָדֲעָך ‘he shall know you’ (Joüon and Muraoka 2011, 
§75c), but this solution cannot be excluded for ְך  as suffixed forms do ,ָהלַּ
not occur with qal forms of this verb. 
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with I-y, e.g., יַקד  it will burn’), this analogy might be as late as‘ י 
the reading traditions.19  

The forms of √hlk attested in Arabic have not been dis-
cussed so far, as they are completely regular. The origin of this 
regularity is a semantic shift ‘to go’ > ‘to perish’ and a concomi-
tant loss of frequency. No longer afforded the protection of high 
token frequency, any morphological anomalies were ousted by 
paradigmatic levelling. 

4.0. Suppletion 
In his thorough study of suppletion as a synchronic state (rather 
than a morphological process), Mel’čuk (1994) summarises his 
definition of suppletion as follows: 

…for the signs X and Y to be suppletive their semantic cor-
relation should be maximally regular, while their formal 
correlation is maximally irregular… (1994, 358) 

Thus, e.g., the semantic difference between go and went is a reg-
ular grammatical difference (viz. ‘−/+ past tense’), but there is 
no rule in English grammar that can explain their morphological 
dissimilarity. After all, past tense is regularly marked by the suf-
fix -ed (as in play : played) or vowel alternation (as in swim : 
swam). Biblical Hebrew qal ָשָתה ‘to drink’ has no hifʿil, but instead 
the causative ‘to make to drink’ is expressed by using the hifʿil 
ְשָקֲה  is, however, not ק and ת The formal correlation between .הִׁ
“grammatically corepresentable” (cf. Mel’čuk 1994, 347). 

 
19 The Babylonian vocalisation tradition has ē too: e.g., yēšaḇ, yēšēḇū; 
yēlaḵ, tēlēḵī (Khan 2013, 961). 
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While both of these examples are instances of suppletion 
through lexical change, a suppletive paradigm can also be the 
result of irregular and regular phonological changes.20 This type 
of suppletion is generally rarer, as it is often eliminated via 
paradigmatic levelling (Kim 2019, 457). Moreover, most regular 
sound laws lead only to regular alternations. For instance, as 
post-vocalic spirantisation in Biblical Hebrew is a regular 
phenomenon, ָכַתב [kʰɔːˈθaːv] does not stand in a suppletive 
relationship to ְכֹתב  even though two of the three root ,[jiχˈtʰoːv] י 
consonants are phonetically different.21 The absence of the first 
radical of active I-w verbs in several forms of the paradigm is 
another alternation, as it occurs regularly in this class of verbs. 

Contrastively, there is no allophonic alternation (*w >) y : 
h in Northwest Semitic that can account for the difference 
between √hlk in the perfect, absolute infinitive, and participle, on 
the one hand, and the imperative, imperfect, jussive, and 
construct infinitive, which are derived from a root *√wlk, on the 

 
20 Rudes (1980, 660) regards suppletion of etymologically related forms, 
being the result of phonological change, ‘pseudo-suppletion’. In many 
cases, however, language users are unaware of any etymological rela-
tion. For instance, German ist and sind correspond regularly to their 
Proto-Indo-European forms *h₁és-ti and *h₁s-énti, but there is no reason 
to assume that speakers of the language understand the formal discrep-
ancy—instead, they consider them different stems (cf. Kim 2019, 460).  
21 The line between alternations and irregularities can be somewhat ar-
bitrary. Is a morphological substitution shared by only two pairs regular 
or not? As this differs per case, Mel’čuk (1994, 378) leaves this up to 
the researcher, although he states that, theoretically, such a case is “‘not 
quite’ suppletive.” Note that his definition of suppletion allows for var-
ious degrees of suppletion (1994, 346, 376–81). 
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other. Biradical imperatives regularly correspond to a perfect 
with initial n (*śaʾ : *naśaʾa) or y (*rid : *yarada), while perfect 
forms with initial h also regularly have it in the imperative 
(*haraga : *hrug). The meanings of the forms in which this 
alternation is distributed correlate like any other verb, with the 
differences being completely grammatical. As both conditions of 
Mel’čuk’s definition are met, it follows that √hlk and a 
hypothetical *√wlk were in a suppletive relationship in Proto-
Northwest Semitic and to varying degrees in most of its 
descendants Ugaritic (not in the C-stem), Phoenician (also in the 
perfect), and Hebrew. 

Further proof of this suppletive relationship is seen in the 
fact that the √hlk forms did not participate in the Biblical Hebrew 
analogical levelling of I-w verbs presented in (4)–(5), whereas the 
imperfect and jussive did. 

5.0. Conclusions 
We have seen three linguistic phenomena that account for the 
anomalous forms of √hlk in Biblical Hebrew and other Semitic 
languages. These explanations are not completely new; Blau 
(2010, §3.3.5.5.2; cf. 1979, 145, fn. 14) already pointed towards 
the role of high token frequency in the shortening of the impera-
tive *hlik > *lik; analogy has been commonly accepted for the 
similarity between √hlk and active I-w verbs for a long time (e.g., 
Praetorius 1882); and Gesenius (1816, §86) already mentioned 
the suppletive character of √hlk. What is new, however, is the use 
of modern linguistic theories in order to explain the parallels and 
differences in this paradigm across Semitic languages.  
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The imperative *hlik was likely the first form to behave 
anomalously, being phonetically reduced to *lik because of its 
high token frequency, probably in an early stage of West Semitic. 
Subsequently, the prefix-conjugations (and the construct 
infinitive) were reshaped in analogy to the imperative and the 
morphologically and semantically similar active I-w verbs. This 
resulted in a paradigm in which affected forms, going back to a 
hypothetical *√wlk, and unaffected forms, regularly formed from 
the root √hlk, are in a suppletive relationship with each other. 
Along the way we saw irregular, high frequency-induced 
assimilation (and subsequent analogy) in Akkadian, and 
paradigmatic levelling in Arabic, where the verbal forms had lost 
their paradigmatic independence due to a semantic shift. 

By way of a summary, the following table provides a 
concise overview of the development of the G-stem forms of √hlk 
from Proto-Semitic to Biblical Hebrew. Phase I is not unlikely to 
correspond to Proto-West Semitic; the changes in Phase II 
occurred thereafter, the latest in Proto-Northwest Semitic; the 
loss of the first radical in the hifʿil (Phase III) can be postulated 
for Proto-Canaanite; Phase IV is the (probably Hebrew-only) 
insertion of *y in the prefix of I-w verbs and √hlk by analogy with 
the strong verb, which could have happened at any time before 
the split of the Tiberian and Babylonian reading traditions. 
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Table 3 

    PS Phase I Phase II Phase III Phase IV BH 
G pf. *halaka         > hālaḵ 
 impf. *yahliku   → *yaliku   → *yēlék > yēlēḵ 
 juss. 

*yahlik   → *yalik 
  → *yḗlek > yēlēḵ 

 pret.   → *wayyḗlek > wayyḗleḵ 
 impv. *h(a)lik > *lik       > lēḵ 
 inf.cst. (*hlik-?)   → *lik-t     > léḵeṯ 
 inf.ab. *halāk-         > hālōḵ 
 a.ptc. *hālik-         > hōlēḵ 
D impf. *yuhalliku         > yəhallēḵ 
C pf. *šahlika     → *hōléka   > hōlīḵ 
  impf. *yušaliku     → *yōléko   > yōlīḵ 
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