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KOL AS A UNIVERSAL QUANTIFIER IN 
BIBLICAL HEBREW* 

Adina Moshavi 

The determiner ֹכל, which occurs approximately 5400 times in 
the Hebrew Bible, is one of the most versatile grammatical items 
in Biblical Hebrew (BH), with at least five apparently distinct 
uses. With a singular noun whose meaning involves physical or 
temporal extension, it can mean ‘the whole’, as in (1a). 
(1a)  ת ִ֖ ב א  וֹן ה֣וּא הַסוֹב ִ֔ י גִיחִ֑ נִִ֖ ר הַש  ם־הַנָהָָ֥ ָֽ וּשכָלוְש  רֶץ כָֽ ׃ ־אֶָ֥  

‘The name of the second river is the Gihon. It is the one 
that flows around the whole land of Cush’.  (Gen. 2.13 
NRSV); ‘entire’ (NIV)  

* It is a privilege to contribute to this paper to the Festschrift in honour
of Geoffrey Khan, whose towering intellectual achievements and dedi-
cation to collaborative scholarship have fundamentally transformed the
many intersecting worlds of research in which he participates. A previ-
ous version of this paper was presented at the Annual Meeting of the
Society of Biblical Literature in Denver, Colorado, on 12 November
2022. My thanks go to Elitzur Bar-Asher Siegal and Nora Boneh for
helpful conversations on the subject of this paper. My thanks also go to
the anonymous reviewers, whose comments on an earlier draft spurred
me to deepen the theoretical basis of the paper and thereby substan-
tially improve the analysis.
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The other uses, illustrated in (1b)–(1e), fall under the rubric of 
quantification, a term denoting the semantic function of determin-
ers such as English some, all, any, most, etc. (Naudé 2011):1  
(1b)  הְי֞ו יִֹֽ יו  םִ֙ אֲשֶׁר־ח ַ֔ ד  י א  ל־יְמִֵ֤ ֵ֑ה  כ  נ  ים שׁ  ה ושְׁלשִִּׁ֖ נ ַ֔ ע מֵאוֹתִ֙ שׁ  ִ֤ תְשׁ   

 ‘Thus all the days that Adam lived were 930 years. (Gen. 
5.5 ESV) 

(1c)   י ה  ו  מ  אֲד  ה אֱלהִים מִן־ה  ח יְהו  לצְמ  אֲכ  רְאֶה וְטוֹב לְמ  ד לְמ  ל־עֵץ נֶחְמ  כ   
 And out of the ground the LORD God made to spring up 

‘every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food.’ 
(Gen. 2.9 ESV) 

(1d)  ה עֲשֶֶַׂ֣֣֨ א־ת  ַ֣ ֹֹֽ ה ל ֵ֜ אכ   ל־מְל  כ   
 ‘You shall not do any work.’ (Exod. 20.10 ESV) 
(1e)  ְםו אָדָֹ֛ וֹ הָָֽ ר יִקְרָא־לִׁ֧ וֹ׃  כ ל֩ אֲשֶֹ֨ וּא שְמָֽ פֶש חַיִָ֖ה הָ֥ נֶָ֥  

 ‘And whatever the man called every living creature, that 
was its name.’ (Gen. 2.19 ESV) 

In its ‘all’ (1b) and ‘every’ (1c) uses ֹכל expresses universal 
quantification, indicating that a property or relation holds for all 
items in a particular set or group. The difference between the 
meaning of ֹכל in the two sentences above is generally character-
ised as the difference between distributive and collective quantifi-
cation: (1b) expresses that the total number of days that Adam 
lived was 930 years, and (1c) expresses that God created every 
(kind of) tree. 

 
1 Additional papers by Naudé and Miller-Naudé on ֹכל are cited in §2.5, 
below. For a general discussion of determiners that express quantifica-
tion, see Payne and Huddleston (2002, 358–97). On quantifiers in Mod-
ern Hebrew, see Goldring and Francez (2012); Netzer (2013). 
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In its ‘any’ reading (1d) ֹכל expresses existential quantifica-
tion, indicating the existence of at least one entity belonging to a 
particular set or group. In this use, ֹכל is a negative polarity item, a 
type of word which is grammatical only in non-affirmative sen-
tences (Pullum and Huddleston 2002, 834–38).2 In its ‘whatever’ 
use (1d) ֹכל expresses free choice, which involves ignorance 
and/or indifference (Pullum and Huddleston 2002, 832). This use 
often occurs in modal (1d) or generic clauses, and is frequently 
characteristic of phrases that are modified by relative clauses, as 
in (1e).  

The present paper is concerned with ֹכל as a universal quan-
tifier, a use which occurs in a broader range of syntactic and se-
mantic clause types than the existential and free choice uses. A 
central question regarding universal ֹכל is its distributivity/collec-
tivity in different syntactic environments. Hebraists widely agree 
that the universal quantifier ֹכל is distributive when it quantifies 
an indefinite singular noun (ל־יֶלֶד -and collective when it quan (כ 
tifies a definite plural noun ( דִים יְל  ל־ה  -they disagree on its mean ;(כ 
ing with a definite singular noun ( יֶלֶד ל־ה   or with an indefinite (כ 
plural (דִים ל־יְל   ,kol ,כלֹ Since the Modern Hebrew descendant of .(כ 
is grammatical only in the first two constructions, the question 
of how to understand its uses in the latter two constructions takes 

 
2 On this use of  כֹ ל in BH, see Naudé and Rendsburg (2013); Naudé (f.c.); 
on a somewhat similar use of kol in Modern Hebrew, see Glinert (1982; 
2013). On the Modern Hebrew quantifier kolšehu ‘any’ and its semantic 
development from Rabbinic Hebrew to Modern Hebrew, see Bar-Asher 
Siegal (2022). 



294 Moshavi 

on added significance. Another question is whether there are dif-
ferences between the meanings of BH ֹכל and Modern Hebrew kol 
in their common syntactic environments. 

This article takes a fresh look at the meaning of universal 
 in Classical Biblical Hebrew (CBH) prose, drawing on modern כלֹ
linguistic research on universal quantifiers in English, Modern 
Hebrew, and other languages. I will argue that ֹכל is always dis-
tributive with singular indefinite nouns, but can be distributive 
or collective with plural definite nouns. Furthermore, I will argue 
that the two constructions which are ungrammatical in Modern 
Hebrew, the definite singular ֹכל phrase and the indefinite plural 
 ,phrase, are not broadly productive constructions in BH either כלֹ
but are restricted to certain non-prototypical noun classes and/or 
mismatches between morphosyntactic and semantic definiteness.  

The structure of the paper is as follows: §1.0 presents es-
sential theoretical background on the concepts of collective and 
distributive universal quantification. §2.0 surveys and evaluates 
views on universal ֹכל in the literature on BH. Research methods 
and definitions are described in §3.0, and a corpus-based analysis 
of CBH prose is presented in §4.0. Conclusions are summarised 
in §5.0. 

1.0. Theoretical Background 

1.1. Distributivity and Collectivity  

Distributivity and collectivity are generally defined as pertaining 
to the relation between the predicate of a sentence and an argu-
ment denoting a set or group of two or more entities (generally a 
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plural or coordinated noun phrase).3 A predicate is distributive if 
it applies to each member of the set denoted by the subject/ob-
ject, and is collective if it applies only to the set as a whole. For 
example, the predicate smile is always distributive, since smiling 
is an activity that can be performed only by an individual (e.g., 
2a). Additional predicates that are always distributive include, 
e.g., sleep, walk, and sing. In contrast, the predicate met is collec-
tive, because the act of meeting can only be performed by a group 
of two or more individuals, e.g., (2b). Additional predicates that 
are always collective include, e.g., gather, meet, and be numerous. 
(2a) The girls smiled. 
(2b) The girls met in the park. 

Distributive and collective predicates can be distinguished 
by the distinct logical entailments of the sentences in which they 
occur. For example, (3a) entails both Kim smiled and Sandy smiled, 
while (3b) entails neither *Kim met in the park nor *Sandy met in 
the park. 
(3a) Kim and Sandy smiled. 
(3b) Kim and Sandy met in the park. 

A predicate can be collective with respect to one argument 
and distributive with respect to another. For example, kill is al-
ways distributive with respect to the object, but may be distribu-

 
3 Relevant linguistic studies on distributivity and collectivity include, 
among others, Taub (1989); Winter (2002); Brisson (2003); Tonciulescu 
(2011); De Vries (2017); Champollion (2020); Glass (2021). 
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tive or collective in relation to the subject. Thus (4) has two read-
ings: in one the boys each killed different snakes, and in the sec-
ond reading they killed the snakes together. 
(4) The boys killed two snakes. 

Adding a distributive marker (e.g., each) or collective marker 
(e.g., together) can eliminate one of the readings. The boys each 
killed two snakes has only the distributive reading and The boys 
killed two snakes together has only the collective reading.  

1.2. Distributive and Collective Universal 
Quantification 

Universal quantifiers are classified as distributive or collective 
depending on the relation between the predicate and the quanti-
fied noun which serves as an argument: when the predicate is 
collective/distributive, the quantifier is likewise said to be col-
lective/distributive. As already mentioned, the presence of dis-
tributive or collective markers can force a particular interpreta-
tion of ambiguous predicates. 

English has two universal quantifiers, every and all. Every is 
considered to be a distributive quantifier, because it occurs with 
distributive predicates, e.g., (5a), and is incompatible with col-
lective predicates, e.g., (5b).4 Every is only compatible with in-
definite singular nouns. While this would appear to contradict 
the statement above that distributivity (and collectivity) apply to 

 
4 The discussion here is limited to the use of universal quantifiers with 
prototypical count nouns, i.e., nouns which inflect for number and de-
note individuated entities. 
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nouns denoting a set of entities, every pragmatically implicates 
that the quantified noun belongs to a set with more than two 
members (Huddleston and Pullum 2002, 379). 
(5a) Every girl smiled. 
(5b) *Every girl met in the park. 

While every is exclusively distributive, all cannot be simply 
characterised as collective. All quantifies plural nouns, both in-
definite and definite. While all is compatible with some collective 
predicates, e.g., (6a),5 it resembles every in its compatibility with 
distributive predicates, e.g., (6b). In fact, there is no semantic 
difference between (5a), with every, and the corresponding sen-
tence with all in (6b). 
(6a) All the girls gathered in the park. 
(6b) All the girls smiled. 

According to Huddleston and Pullum’s (2002, 377), all usu-
ally has a distributive interpretation, but does not exclude a col-
lective interpretation. Gil (1995, 324) maintains that all is un-
marked with respect to distributivity and collectivity, but this is 
hard to reconcile with the fact that, for many speakers, all forces 
a distributive reading of sentences with ambiguous predicates, 
like (7) (Champollion 2020).6 
(7) All the students wrote an essay. 

 
5 Other collective predicates, such as be numerous, are incompatible 
with both quantifiers: *Every girl/*all the girls were numerous. 
6 For other speakers both readings are possible (Taub 1989, 2; Gil 1995, 
322). 
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1.3. The Modern Hebrew Universal Quantifier kol  

Modern Hebrew has only one universal quantifier, kol (the de-
scendent of the BH quantifier).7 When it quantifies an indefinite 
singular count noun, kol is compatible only with distributive 
predicates, as seen by contrasting (8a) with the ungrammatical 
(8b) (Shlonsky 1991; Haspelmath 1995, 379; Tonciulescu 2011, 
79; Francez and Goldring 2012, 380). In this use it is equivalent 
to English every. 
(8a) kol yeled ḥiyex. ‘Every child smiled.’ 
(8b) *kol yeled nifgaš ba-parq. ‘*Every child met in the 

park.’ 

When it quantifies definite plural nouns, kol can occur with 
distributive (9a) or collective predicates (9b). Here, too, kol ap-
pears to be equivalent to all. Kol, however, cannot quantify in-
definite plurals as in (9c), unlike all, which is grammatical in such 
sentences. 
(9a) kol ha-yeladim ḥiyxu. ‘All the children smiled.’ 
(9b) kol ha-yeladim nifgešu  

ba-parq. 
‘All the children met in the 
park.’ 

(9c) *kol yeladim nifgešu  
ba-parq. 

‘All children met in the park.’ 

 
7 The discussion here does not address other uses of kol, which shares 
the same range of meanings exemplified in (1a), (1d), and (1e), above. 
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2.0. Previous Studies of the Biblical Universal 
Quantifier  ֹכל  

This section briefly surveys the treatment of universal ֹכל in the 
existing literature on BH.  

2.1. GKC 

According to GKC (§127b–c) the interpretation of ֹכל depends ex-
clusively on the definiteness of the quantified noun: with a defi-
nite noun (e.g., ם ד  א  ל־ה   ,is ‘the entirety, i.e., all כלֹ the meaning of (כ 
the whole’. What we would call the collective use of the quantifier 
is viewed by GKC as closely linked to the original use of ֹכל as a 
noun meaning ‘whole’. With an indefinite noun, according to 
GKC, ֹכל means ‘any’ (the negative polarity use, not relevant for 
our purposes) or “distributively ‘each, every’”, e.g., וֹם ל־יֹֽ  every‘ בְכ 
day’ (Ps. 7.12).8  

GKC introduces, if only implicitly, a distinction between 
syntactic and semantic definiteness: it is noted that the collective 
use may lack the article in poetry, as in (10). The implication is 
that וֹת מַ֔ וֹת is semantically definite and therefore ב  מַ֔ ל־ב  -is col )בְ(כ 
lective. 
  

 
8 A similar view is expressed in JM (§139e–h). BDB (ֹכל) does not distin-
guish clearly between collectivity and distributivity, stating, for exam-
ple, that the singular is collective with or without the article, but gloss-
ing some of the adduced examples as ‘every’.  
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וֹת וַיְקַטְרוּ־שָםְ֙ בְ  (10) כָל־בָמִ֔  

 ‘and there they made offerings on all the high places’ (2 Kgs 
17.11 ESV); ‘every high place’ (NIV) 

GKC grapples with reconciling the assertion that indefinite 
 is also used of כלֹ phrases are distributive with the fact that כלֹ
indefinite non-count nouns, as in (11). The explanation offered is 
that when ֹכל is combined with “singular nouns used collectively” 
(i.e., in this case, aggregate nouns), the distributive meaning of 
 is extended to indicate “totality”.9 כלֹ
ית  (11) י־הִשְחִִׁ֧ רכִָֽ רֶץ׃ ס  כָל־בָשָֹ֛ וֹ עַל־הָאָָֽ אֶת־דַרְכִ֖  

 ‘for all flesh had corrupted its ways upon the earth.’ (Gen. 
6.12 NRSV) 

2.2. Brockelmann 

Brockelmann (1956, 71) presents a different view in a brief dis-
cussion which does not explicitly invoke the concepts of collec-
tivity and distributivity. In contrast to GKC, he asserts that num-
ber, rather than definiteness, is the conditioning factor of the in-
terpretation of ֹכל: with plural nouns ֹכל means ‘alle’ and with sin-
gular nouns it means ‘jeder’. 

 
9 Such a semantic change would be highly unexpected: Haspelmath’s 
(1995) crosslinguistic study identifies multiple languages in which a 
word meaning ‘whole’ changes to a universal quantifier meaning ‘all’, 
and a few languages, including Hebrew, in which a quantifier meaning 
‘all’ changes to mean ‘every’, but does not cite any in which a quantifier 
meaning ‘every’ changes to ‘all’. 
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2.3. Bekins 

Bekins (2014, 97) asserts briefly that both definiteness and num-
ber must be taken into account to determine whether  ֹלכ  is col-
lective or distributive: when it is combined with indefinite singu-
lar nouns it is distributive, and in all other cases (i.e., definite 
plurals, definite singulars, and indefinite plurals) it is collective, 
and should be glossed ‘all’.10 

2.4. Naudé and Miller-Naudé 

Naudé and Miller-Naudé (Miller 2010; Naudé 2011a; 2011b; f.c.; 
Naudé and Miller-Naudé 2015; Miller-Naudé and Naudé 2020) 
observe that the biblical universal quantifier ֹכל appears to have 
a broader syntactic distribution than Modern Hebrew kol: like the 
modern quantifier, ֹכל can quantify indefinite singular nouns and 
definite plural nouns, but it can also occur in two constructions 
that are not compatible with modern kol: definite singular count 
nouns (12a) and indefinite plurals (12b). 
(12a) ח ה׃  כָל־הָאֶזְרָָ֥ יהוָָֽ חַ לַָֽ יחַ־נִיח ִ֖ ָֽ ה ר  ָ֥ יב אִש  לֶה לְהַקְרִֹ֛ ִ֑ כָה אֶת־א  יַעֲשֶה־כִָ֖  

 ‘Every native Israelite shall do these things in this way, in 
offering a food offering, with a pleasing aroma to the LORD.’ 
(Num. 15.13 ESV) 

(12b)  ְוֹת וַיְקַטְרוּ־שָםְ֙ ב כָל־בָמִ֔  
 ‘and there they made offerings on all the high places’ (2 Kgs 

17.11 ESV); ‘every high place’ (NIV) 
 

10 Bekin’s distributive example (Josh. 11.14), which he glosses ‘any’, is 
actually an instance of the existential (negative polarity item) use of  ֹכל. 
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In Naudé and Miller-Naudé’s view the meaning of ֹכל is only 
partially encapsulated by the distributive/collective opposition; 
an additional property, individualisation (a term that they do not 
define) is also relevant.11 The distributivity versus collectivity of 
-depends on the definiteness of the quantified noun, while in כלֹ
dividualisation depends on its number.12 Their claims are as fol-
lows (glosses are theirs): 

1. With a definite plural noun ( כָל־הַיְלָדִים ‘all the chil-
dren’), כָל is collective and non-individualising, mean-
ing ‘the totality of’.  

2. With a definite singular noun (כָל־הַיֶלֶד ‘all the chil-
dren’), כָל is collective and individualised, meaning 
‘the totality of the individual members of the group’.13  

 
11 In Naudé (2011) a different (undefined) term, specificity, is used as a 
synonym for individualisation. 
12 It can be objected that individualisation is not intuitively different 
from distributivity; indeed GKC §127b appears to use the two terms 
synonymously. See also BHRG (309), where the parameter of individu-
alisation is omitted, and both singular and plural indefinites are given 
the same gloss, ‘each and every’. 
13 As an example of this category Naudé and Miller-Naudé cite ן בֵַ֣ ל־ה   כ 

וֹד   יִלַ֗ הו  ה  שְׁלִיכַֻ֔ ת  הִ֙  ר  יְאֶֹׂ֣֨ ת ה  ִּ֖ ב  ל־ה  ון׃  וְכ  יֹֽ תְח   (Exod. 1.22). The ֹכל phrases in this 
verse, however, are in modal clauses, and are modified by relative 
clauses (in the second phrase elliptically), resulting in ambiguity be-
tween a universal and a free-choice rendering: ‘Every Hebrew boy that 
is born (or: any Hebrew boy that is born) you must throw into the Nile, 
but let every girl (or: any girl) [that is born] live.’ (NIV, round and 
square brackets mine). 
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3. With an indefinite singular noun ( כָל־יֶלֶד ‘every child’), 
  is distributive and individualised.14 כָל

4. With an indefinite plural noun (כָל־יְלָדִים ‘each and 
every child’), כָל is distributive and non-individual-
ised. 

2.4. Interim Discussion 

Comparing the four above views, we see that there is agreement 
that ֹכל is collective when it quantifies a definite plural noun (ל־ כ 
דִים יְל  -and is distributive when it quantifies an indefinite singu ,(ה 
lar noun ( ל־יֶלֶד   .(כ 

The meaning of  ֹלכ  with a definite singular noun (יֶלֶד ל־ה   (כ 
is debated: according to GKC, Bekins, and Naudé and Miller-
Naudé, it is collective, whereas in Brockelmann’s view, it is dis-
tributive. The meaning of ל דִים) with an indefinite plural כ  ל־יְל   (כ 
is also debated: according to GKC and Naudé and Miller-Naudé, 
it is distributive, whereas according to Bekins, it is collective. 
Naudé and Miller-Naudé’s introduction of the concept of individ-
ualisation does not resolve this debate, since what it means for a 
phrase to be both collective and individualised is not explained. 
Nor are how individualised and non-individualised distributivity 
differ; their paraphrases (‘the totality of the individual members’; 

 
14 In keeping with the assertion that ֹכל with an indefinite singular noun 
is always distributive, Naudé (2011, 418) denies that an indefinite mass 
noun can be quantified by  ֹלכ . Doron (2020, 9) points out that this as-
sertion is incorrect, citing ב ה ַ֗ וְז  סֶף  כֶַ֣ ל ׀   .but all silver and gold’ (Josh‘ וְכַֹ֣
6.19 ESV). 
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‘every’ versus ‘each and every’) are not of much help in this re-
gard.15  

GKC and Naudé and Miller-Naudé appear to view distribu-
tivity and collectivity as inherent properties of the noun phrase, 
rather than as depending on the predicate. Although Bekins un-
derstands collectivity and distributivity as properties which “af-
fect the semantics of the event structure,” he does not demon-
strate that each type of  ֹלכ  phrase is restricted to a particular kind 
of event structure.  

2.5. Doron 

Doron’s (2020) analysis of  ֹלכ  is radically different from the views 
discussed above. In her view, biblical  ֹלכ  is not a quantifier, but 
rather a degree determiner, denoting the entirety of a group or 
mass entity (i.e., ‘the whole set’).16 Definiteness and number are 
irrelevant to its interpretation, which is invariable.17 Doron does 
not deny that many sentences with ֹכל, such as יו ִּ֖ ל־אֶח  ק לְכ  שֵֶּ֥ יְנ   and‘ ו 

 
15 See also Muraoka (2020, 172–73) for a critique of Naudé and Miller-
Naudé with respect to Qumran Hebrew. 
16 In the post-biblical period, according to Doron, the word developed 
into a distributive determiner, which was nonetheless not a quantifier. 
Doron’s definition of quantifiers is unusual, excluding determiners that 
serve as the syntactic heads of construct phrases, such as Modern He-
brew kol ‘all’, rov ‘most’, šeʾar ‘the rest of’, etc. (for details, see Doron 
1992). For the standard view that all of these Modern Hebrew deter-
miners are quantifiers, see Francez and Goldring (2012); Netzer (2013). 
17 It should be noted that, in Doron’s view, the article  -  ה does not mark 
definiteness in BH, but is an emphatic marker. 
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he kissed all his brothers’ (Gen. 45.15), have a distributive mean-
ing which can be conveyed by the English gloss ‘every’. Rather, 
she claims that the property of distributivity is not conveyed by 
לכֹ  , but by some other element in the sentence, either overt or 

covert. The element can be a predicate that is inherently distrib-
utive with regard to a particular argument, e.g.,  ג ר   kill’, which‘ ה 
is distributive with relation to the object. Other elements which 
can convey distributivity include, e.g., the distributive adverb 
 .each’, as in (13a), and lexical reduplication, as in (13b)‘ אִישׁ
(13a) וּ גַם־ ישוַיִכְרְתֹ֨ ם אִ֣ ה כָל־הָעָָ֜    שוֹכ ָ֗

 ‘So every one of the people also cut down his bundle (lit. 
also all the people cut down each his bundle)’ (Judg. 9.49 
ESV) 

(13b) ה  אֶלֶף לֶף לַמַטִֶ֔ לאִֶ֖ ה לְכ לְ֙ מַט֣וֹת יִשְרָא ִ֔ א׃  לַמַטִֶ֑ וּ לַצָבָָֽ תִשְלְחִ֖  
 ‘You shall send a thousand from each of the tribes of Israel 

to the war (lit. a thousand for a tribe, a thousand for a tribe, 
from all the tribes of Israel).’ (Num. 31.4 ESV) 

The sense in which  ֹלכ  is ‘collective’ for Doron differs fun-
damentally from the way universal quantifiers such as all are col-
lective: while a universal quantifier is collective only when the 
predicate is collective, for Doron  ֹלכ  is ‘collective’, i.e., denoting 
the entire set, even when the predicate is distributive. This sur-
prising claim rests on the unorthodox assertion that the biblical 
word is a degree determiner meaning ‘entirety (of a group)’, ra-
ther than a universal quantifier. Against this is the fact that  ֹל כ  
does not fit the standard definition of a degree determiner, i.e., a 
determiner that inflects for grade (comparison), like many/more/
most. Moreover, in the standard view, degree determiners are 
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considered to be a type of quantifier, expressing so-called multal 
quantification (Huddleston and Pullum 2002, 365, 393). Yet an-
other difficult aspect of Doron’s position is the attribution of the 
meaning ‘entirety of a group’ to  ֹלכ  phrases with singular nouns.  

3.0  Research Methods and Definitions 

3.1. Delineation of the Corpus and Excluded Clause 
Types 

The data for this analysis is restricted to classical BH prose (Gen-
esis–Kings), henceforth CBH. Poetry, which has a tendency to 
omit the definite article and often pluralises abstract nouns which 
are always singular elsewhere, deserves a separate study. ֹכל in 
Transitional and Late Biblical Hebrew awaits a separate study as 
well.  

Sentences in which ֹכל is open to an interpretation other 
than the universal one have been excluded. Negative sentences 
and other negative polarity contexts (primarily interrogatives 
and conditionals) have been systematically excluded, since  ֹכל 
generally has an existential (‘any’) interpretation in these con-
texts. Singular ֹכל phrases in modal sentences expressing permis-
sion or obligation, e.g., (14a)–(14b), or in habitual past sen-
tences, e.g., (14c), have been systematically excluded as well. In 
these types of sentences, the universal (‘every/all’) and free 
choice (‘any’, whatever’) interpretations frequently have the 
same truth conditions, making it difficult to rule out the free 
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choice reading (see Doron 2020).18 When a phrase is modified by 
a relative clause, the free-choice reading is often likely even in 
non-habitual past tense sentences (14d). 
(14a)  ִָּ֖ן מ ץ־הַגִָ֖ ָֽ ל ע  ל׃  כ ָ֥ ָֽ ל ת אכ  אָכ ָ֥  

 ‘You may surely eat of every tree of the garden.’ (Gen. 2.16 
ESV); ‘any’ (NIV) 

(14b)  ּהֲר גוּ׃   וְכָל־אִשָה י דַעַת אִיש לְמִשְכַב זָכָר כָל־זָכָר בַטָףוְעַתָה הִרְגו  

 ‘Now therefore, kill every (= any) male among the little 
ones, and kill every (= any) woman who has known man 
by lying with him.’ (Num. 31.17 ESV) 

(14c)  וּל ה שָאָ֜ יש גִבוֹרְ֙ וְרָאָֹ֨ יִל וְ  כָל־אִ֤ הוּ כָל־בֶן־חִַ֔ ִ֖ יו׃ ס וַיַאַסְפ  לָָֽ א   

 ‘And when Saul saw any strong man, or any valiant man, 
he attached him to himself.’ (1 Sam. 14.52 ESV) 

(14d)  ּכָל־אִיש אֲשֶר־נְשָאוֹ לִבוֹוַיָב או  

 ‘And they came, everyone whose (= whoever’s) heart 
stirred him’ (Exod. 35.21 ESV) 

Occurrences in which ֹכל may have the meaning ‘whole’, ra-
ther than universal quantification, include definite nouns  that de-
note entities with physical or temporal extension, e.g.,  ִ֙רֶץ א ִ֙ ל־ה   כ 

 
18 This is also true for comparative  ֹכל phrases with a singular group 
noun, e.g.,  ִהִ֙ מ יִגְב  םו  ע ַ֔ ל־ה  ה   כ  עְל  ֹֽ מ  וֹ ו  מִשִכְמִּ֖  ‘he was taller than any of the peo-
ple from his shoulders upward’ (1 Sam. 10.23 ESV); ‘all the people’ 
(NJPS), as well as comparative phrases with a noun that has a pseudo-
group use (see §3.2, below), such as  ִם֮ מ יֶחְכ  ם  ו  ד  א  ֹֽ ל־ה  כ   ‘For he was wiser 
than all other men’ (1 Kgs. 5.11 ESV); ‘anyone else’ (NIV). Comparative 
phrases with plural nouns do not seem to be ambiguous in this way, 
even though they can be translated with any of, e.g.,  ִ֙ב אֶת־יוֹסֵף ִ֤ ה  ל א  אֵַ֗  וְיִשְר 

יומִ  נ ַ֔ ל־ב  כ   ‘Now Israel loved Joseph more than all his children (Gen. 37.3 
KJV); ‘more than any other of his sons’ (ESV). 
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‘all the land/the whole land’ (Gen. 13.9), and definite group 
nouns, e.g., זִֶּ֖ה ל ה  ֶּ֥ ה  קּ  ל־ה  -all this congregation/this whole congre‘ כ 
gation’ (Exod. 16.3). When nouns such as עִיר ‘city’ and אֶרֶץ ‘land, 
world’ are used metonymously to refer to the inhabitants of a 
region, they behave like group nouns and exhibit the same ambi-
guity, e.g.,  ְרֶץִ֙ ו א ִ֙ ל־ה  כ   ‘and all the world/the whole world’ (Gen. 
41.57).19  

Also excluded are occurrences in which ֹכל appears without 
an overt quantified noun, e.g., (15a), or is “floated” after the 
noun with a suffixed resumptive pronoun, e.g., (15b) (Naudé 
2011).20 
(15a) ם אֶת־ תִי לָכִֶ֖ שֶב נָתַָ֥ לכְיֶָּ֖֣רֶק ע ִ֔ ׃כ ָֽ  

 ‘And as I gave you the green plants, I give you everything.’ 
(Gen. 9.3 ESV) 

(15b)  ן ר סִינַיְ֙ עָשַ֣ וֹ וְהַ֤ כֻלִ֔  

 ‘Now Mount Sinai was all in smoke’ (Exod. 19.18 JPS) 

3.2. Linguistic Categories 

The first two subsections below present definitions of morpho-
syntactic definiteness and number, as well as semantic aspects of 

 
19 When the phrase has a definite singular group noun and is governed 
by partitive כלֹ  ,מִן is not ambiguous, e.g., ה  מִ    זֶַ֗ ם ה  ַ֣ ע  ׀ ה  ל  ע  כַֹ֣ ִ֤ ישׁ שְׁב  אִַ֣ מֵאוֹתִ֙ 

וֹ ד־יְמִינֵ֑ ר י  ור אִטִֵּ֖ חַ֔ -Among all these were 700 chosen men who were left‘ ב 
handed’ (Judg. 20.16 ESV). 
20 The latter construction is rare in classical prose; in all of its occur-
rences the determiner has the meaning ‘whole’ rather than universal 
quantification. 
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these concepts. The last subsection presents definitions of distrib-
utivity and collectivity. 

3.2.1. Definiteness 

A noun is morphosyntactically definite if it has the article, is a 
personal or demonstrative pronoun or a proper name, or is in 
construct with a definite noun or noun phrase. Definite direct 
objects are often governed by the direct object marker  אֵת. A di-
rect object that is governed by אֵת is characterised here as mor-
phosyntactically definite even if it lacks other indications of def-
initeness. 

A noun is semantically definite if it refers to an identifiable 
and/or unique entity in the context of the discourse.21 While the 
most common way for an expression to be semantically definite 
is through anaphoric reference (i.e., referring to an entity evoked 
in the preceding textual context), expressions can also be consid-
ered definite when they are identifiable based on world 
knowledge, or are conventionally associated with an entity or a 
situation evoked in the text, as in ‘the waiter’ in a text describing 
a meal at a restaurant. Although morphosyntactic and semantic 
definiteness generally coincide, nouns are occasionally morpho-
syntactically indefinite, but semantically definite. 

3.2.2. Number and Noun Class 

Number is defined here as a morphosyntactic category. In the 
case of a prototypical count noun, the singular form is the one 

 
21 For further discussion of semantic definiteness in BH, see Bekins 
(2013). 
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that is morphologically unmarked (i.e., does not have a plural 
morpheme) and triggers singular verbal and pronominal agree-
ment when functioning as the subject or antecedent of an 
anaphor, respectively. Plural forms have plural morphemes and 
trigger plural agreement; they can be quantified by numerals. 
The singular and plural forms of prototypical nouns also differ 
semantically, in that the singular refers to a single entity and the 
plural refers to multiple entities.  

Number in the case of non-prototypical count nouns does 
not fit these neat patterns. Uninflectable plural nouns, e.g., BH  ר ק   ב 
‘cattle’, are morphologically unmarked, but trigger plural verbal 
agreement and can be quantified by high numerals (Huddleston 
and Pullum 2002, 345); semantically, they refer to multiple enti-
ties.  

The group noun, e.g., BH ל ה  -congregation’, denotes an in‘ ק 
dividuated entity that is composed of multiple entities; it inflects 
for number like prototypical nouns, but verb and pronominal 
agreement rules vary from language to language (Corbett 2000, 
187–90).22 BH is among the languages that allow morphologi-
cally singular group nouns to trigger either singular or plural 
agreement (JM §150e), unlike Modern Hebrew, which treats 
them as singular. We classify such BH forms as having compound, 
rather than singular number. From the semantic perspective, sin-

 
22 I avoid the term collective noun sometimes applied to group nouns in 
order to avoid confusion with the concept of collectivity as discussed in 
this paper. Group nouns can be distributive or collective depending on 
the predicate of the sentence. 
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gular group nouns have both singular and plural aspects, desig-
nating a single entity that is comprised of multiple entities. Plural 
group nouns refer to multiple groups of entities. 

The concept of compound number is also relevant to BH 
nouns whose morphologically singular forms have a quasi-group 
use that refers to multiple individuals, in addition to a prototyp-
ical use. These are mostly nouns referring to well-established cat-
egories of people, e.g., ׁאִיש ‘a man/people’ in phrases such as  ׁאִיש 

אֵל ר ;’a person/people‘ נֶפֶשׁ ;’a man/the men of Israel‘ יִשְר  כ  /male‘ ז 
males’ (JM §135). A singular quasi-group noun can trigger either 
singular or plural agreement, just like a group noun. In the plural, 
quasi-group nouns differ from group nouns in that they refer to 
a single group of individuals, e.g., ה נְשֵׁי יְהוד   .’the men of Judah‘ א 

Number is inapplicable to non-count nouns, which consti-
tute a separate class with several sub-types (Huddleston and Pul-
lum 2002, 335–39). They are generally morphologically un-
marked for number, are uninflectable, trigger singular agree-
ment, and are not able to be quantified by numerals.23 Three 
types occurring in the biblical corpus are mass nouns, which de-
note a substance rather than an entity, e.g., ב ה  -gold’; unin‘ ז 
flectable abstract nouns, e.g., ה אכ   work’, which occur only in‘ מְל 

 
23 An exception is the non-count יִם  water’, which is uninflectable like‘ מ 
other non-count nouns, but is morphologically plural and triggers plural 
agreement. 
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the singular;24 and aggregate nouns, which denote a collection of 
objects belonging to a functional category, e.g., ׁרְכוש ‘goods’.  

Non-count nouns differ from count nouns in their compati-
bility with universal quantification. For example, Modern He-
brew universal kol can quantify definite non-count nouns, e.g., 
*kol ha-sukar matoq ‘all the sugar is sweet’,25 even though it can-
not quantify definite singular count nouns, e.g., *kol ha-yeled 
ḥiyex ‘*all the child smiled’. Furthermore, kol cannot quantify in-
definite non-count nouns, e.g., *kol sukar matoq ‘*all sugar is 
sweet’, despite the fact that it can quantify indefinite count 
nouns, e.g., kol yeled ḥiyex ‘every child smiled’ (Francez and 
Goldring 2012, 392). In the analysis below we will examine 
whether there are differences between the biblical ֹכל and modern 
kol in their compatibility with non-count nouns. 

3.2.3. Distributivity and Collectivity 

A universal ֹכל phrase in a particular sentence in its context is 
classified as distributive if the predicate applies separately to 
each individual referred to by the noun phrase; otherwise, it is 

 
24 Some of these nouns occur in the plural in poetry or late texts; if their 
only occurrences in CBH is in the singular, they are assumed here to be 
uninflectable. 
25 The Hebrew sentence with the mass noun is ambiguous: it can be 
interpreted as a generic sentence describing a property of sugar, or a 
predication with respect to a particular quantity of sugar; in English, in 
contrast, the generic reading is available only when the quantified noun 
is indefinite, e.g., all sugar is sweet. 
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collective. Distributivity is confirmed by a translation test: when 
the predicate is distributive, ֹכל can be appropriately rendered 
‘every’, assuming the necessary adjustments of definiteness and 
number are made. 

4.0. Analysis of the Data 

4.1. Indefinite Singular ֹכל phrases 

There are relatively few indefinite singular ֹכל phrases with pro-
totypical count nouns in our corpus; illustrative examples fol-
low.26  
(16a)   ה אֲדָמִָ֔ ה אֱלֹהִיםְ֙ מִן־הָ֣ ח יְהוָ֤ לוַיַצְמַָ֞ ה וְט֣וֹב לְמַאֲכִָ֑ ד לְמַרְאִֶ֖ ץ נֶחְמָָ֥ ֹ֛ כָל־ע   

 ‘And out of the ground the LORD God made to spring up 
every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food’ 
(Gen. 2.9 ESV); cited above as (1c)27 

(16b)  ד ה בְעַָ֥ ר עָצַרְ֙ יְהוִָ֔ י־עָצ ֤ לֶךְ כִָֽ ית אֲבִימִֶ֑ ֣ חֶם לְב  כָל־רִֶ֖  

 ‘For the LORD had closed all the wombs of the house of 
Abimelech’ (Gen. 20.18 ESV); ‘every womb’ (NJPS) 

(16c)  ב ִ֖ ה חַכְמַת־ל  וּ וְכָל־אִשָָ֥ יהָ טָוִ֑ בְיָדֶ֣  
 ‘And every skillful woman spun with her hands’ (Exod. 

35.25 ESV) 

The indefinite singular ֹכל phrases in the corpus, in the mor-
phosyntactic sense of number defined above, are all distributive. 
While there are collective phrases with nouns that are unmarked 

 
26 The other occurrences are Gen. 7.14; 20.18; Exod. 35.22; Num. 8.16; 
18.21; 31.51; Deut. 3.6; 1 Sam. 4.8; 2 Kgs 17.13.  
27 Additional indefinite singular occurrences referring to kinds are Gen. 
7.14 and Exod. 35.22. 
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for plural inflection, these are all used in a pseudo-group sense, 
i.e., נֶפֶש ‘people’, e.g., (17a), ר כ   בְכוֹר  males’, e.g., (17b), or‘ ז 
‘firstborn’, e.g., (17c).28 Significantly, all the phrases are seman-
tically definite, referring to already-mentioned entities, e.g., 
(17a) or entities that are inferable from known entities, e.g., 
(17b) and (17c). The semantic definiteness of the phrases is typ-
ically reflected in the use of syntactically definite renderings in 
the translations. 
(17a)   ב ד לְיַעֲק ִ֑ ר יֻלִַ֖ ל אֲשֶָ֥ ֣י רָח ִ֔ לֶה בְנ  פֶשא  ר׃  כָל־נִֶ֖ ה עָשָָֽ אַרְבָעָָ֥  

 ‘These are the sons of Rachel, which were born to Jacob: 
all the souls were fourteen.’ (Gen. 46.22 KJV) (≠ every 
soul) 

(17b)   ר בְמִסְפַ֣ יהֶםְ֙  רפְקֻד  ת    כָל־זָכִָ֔ שִבְעַָ֥ ם  יהִֶ֔ ד  פְ קֻ֣ עְלָה  וָמִָ֑ דֶש  ש  מִבֶן־ח ִ֖ ָ֥ וַחֲמ  ים  אֲלָפִִ֖

וֹת׃ אָֽ  מ 

 ‘Their listing according to the number of all the males from 
a month old and upward was 7,500.’ (Num. 3.22 ESV) (≠ 
every male) 

(17c)   ֩רוַיְהִי וֹר זָכָָ֜ ָּ֖יִם וְעֶשְרִיםְ֙    כָל־בְכֹ֨ ם שְנַ֤ יהִֶ֑ עְלָה לִפְקֻד  דֶש וָמִַ֖ וֹת מִבֶן־ח ָ֥ מֹ֛ ר ש  בְמִסְפַָ֥

יִם׃ פ ים וּמָאתָָֽ ה וְשִבְעִִ֖ לֶף שְלֹשָָ֥  אִֶ֔
 ‘And all the firstborn males, according to the number of 

names, from a month old and upward as listed were 
22,273.’ (Num. 3.43 ESV) (≠ every firstborn male) 

The above data indicate that Modern Hebrew and BH do not dif-
fer with respect to the distributivity/collectivity of singular in-
definite ֹכל phrases: both restrict such phrases to distributive 

 
28 The other occurrences with pseudo-group nouns are Gen. 46.22, 25, 
and 26; Exod. 1.5; Num. 3.12, 22, 28, 34, 39, 41, 43; 8.18; 26.62; 31.35.  
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meaning. The fact that ֹכל phrases with semantically definite 
pseudo-group nouns are able to be collective is explainable on 
the basis of their syntactic and semantic resemblance to definite 
plural ֹכל phrases, which, as discussed below, can be distributive 
or collective. 

Notably, the CBH corpus also contains ֹכל phrases with in-
definite non-count nouns, as in the non-inflectable abstract noun 
ה אכ  ר work’ in (18a)29 and the aggregate noun‘ מְל  ש   =) ’flesh‘ ב 
living things) in (18b). This usage of ֹכל differs from Modern He-
brew, where, as noted above, such phrases are ungrammatical. 
(18a)  ְעַת וּב ה וּבְדִַ֖ ה בִתְבוּנָָ֥ ים בְחָכְמָֹ֛ וֹ ר֣וּחַ אֱלֹהִִ֑ א א תִ֖ ָ֥ הוַיְמַל  ׃ כָל־מְלָאכָָֽ  

 ‘and he has filled him with the Spirit of God, with skill, with 
intelligence, with knowledge, and with all craftsmanship’ 
(Exod. 35.31 ESV) 

(18b)  ית י־הִשְחִִׁ֧ רכִָֽ רֶץ׃  כָל־בָשָֹ֛ וֹ עַל־הָאָָֽ אֶת־דַרְכִ֖  
 ‘for all flesh had corrupted its ways upon the earth.’ (Gen. 

6.12 NRSV); cited above as (11) 

4.2. Definite Plural ֹכל Phrases 

Definite plural  ֹלכ  phrases are very common in the corpus; they 
frequently involve prototypical nouns, and can be distributive or 
collective. In all these respects CBH exhibits no differences from 

 
29 Additional indefinite uninflectable abstract nouns quantified by  ֹכל 
are טוב     ‘goodness’ (Deut. 6.11);  ה אכ  ה ;handiwork’ (Exod. 35.31)‘ מְל   עֲבֹד 
‘labour’ (Exod. 1.14); עֵת ‘time’ (e.g., Exod. 18.22).  
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Modern Hebrew. The following are representative examples with 
distributive meaning.30 
(19a)  ָאן צֶ֤ ל־הַנָשִיםְ֙ וַת  יהָ כָָֽ אַחֲרִֶ֔  

 ‘and all the women went out after her’ (Exod. 15.20 ESV) 
(= every woman)  

(19b)  ּ֩יווַיָקֻמו יווְ  כָל־בָנָֹ֨ תָָ֜ וֹ  כָל־בְנ  לְנַחֲמָ֗  

 ‘All his sons and all his daughters rose up to comfort him’ 
(Gen. 37.35 ESV) (= every son… every daughter) 

(19c)  ְּ֙או ה וַיָב ְ֙ דִָ֔ ע  י הָָֽ ֣ כָל־נְשִיא   

 ‘And when all the leaders of the congregation came’ (Exod. 
16.22 ESV) (= every leader) 

(19d)  ק ָ֥ יו וַיְנַש  לְכָל־אֶחִָ֖  
‘And he kissed all his brothers’ (Gen. 45.15 ESV) (= every 
brother) 

  
 

30 Additional distributive examples include, e.g., Gen. 7.11; 17.23, 27; 
35.4; 45.15; 50.7 (2x); Exod. 9.14; 34.30; 35.13, 16; 38.3, 30, 31; 39.37, 
39; Num. 15.40; 16.10; 17.21; Deut. 2.34; Josh. 3.1; 11.4; Judg. 9.3 
(2x), 46, 51, and many additional occurrences. Definite plural  ֹכל 
phrases governed by comparative מִן are generally distributive, e.g., 

ב אֶת־יוֹסֵףִ֙ מִ  ִ֤ ה  ל א  אֵַ֗ יווְיִשְר  נ ַ֔ ל־ב  כ   ‘Now Israel loved Joseph more than all his 
children’ (Gen. 37.3 KJV) presumably means that Israel loved Joseph 
more than each of his other sons, not that he loved him more than all 
of his other sons put together. 
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Illustrative collective examples are shown below.31 
(20a) י ת הַשוּחָמִִ֖ וֹת׃ ס כָל־מִשְפְח ָ֥ אָֽ ע מ  לֶף וְאַרְבַָ֥ ים אִֶ֖ ה וְשִשִֹ֛ ם אַרְבָעִָׁ֧ יהִֶ֑ לִפְקֻד   

  ‘All the clans of the Shuhamites, as they were listed, were 
64,400.’ (Num. 26.42 ESV) (≠ every clan) 

(20b)   ן י־אַהֲר ִ֖ ָֽ י בְנ  ָ֥ יםכָל־עָר  הֲנִִ֑ ן׃ ס  הַכ ָֽ יהֶָֽ ים וּמִגְרְש  ה עָרִִ֖ ָ֥ שְלֹש־עֶשְר   

 ‘The cities of the descendants of Aaron, the priests, were in 
all thirteen cities with their pasturelands.’ (Josh. 21.19 
ESV) (≠ every city) 

(20c)  ה ם סְגֻלִָ֔ וֹת לוְֹ֙ לְעַ֣ הְיָ֥ ה לִָֽ ר יְהוָָ֗ יםמִ וּבְךָ֞ בָחַ֣ עַמִִ֔ כ לְ֙ הָָֽ  
 ‘For the LORD your God has chosen him out of all your 

tribes’ (Deut. 18.5 ESV) 

4.3 Definite Singular ֹכל Phrases 

This construction, which is ungrammatical in Modern Hebrew, is 
scarcely attested in CBH, contrary to initial impressions.32 While 
there are many definite ֹכל phrases in the corpus that are singular 

 
31 Additional collective occurrences serving as subjects include, e.g., 
Gen. 5.5, 8, 11, 14, 17, 20, 23, 27, 31; 9.29, Num. 1.45, 46; 2.9, 16, 24, 
31 (and many similar occurrences in passages following); 26.43; 35.7; 
Josh. 10.6. Also collective is a ֹכל phrase in Gen. 40.20 designating mul-
tiple beneficiaries. Partitive phrases like (21c) are collective as well, 
e.g., Exod. 19.5; Deut. 7.6; 12.5; 29.20; 1 Sam. 2.28; 2 Sam. 10.9; 1 Kgs 
5.4, 14; 11.32; 14.21. 
32 Many occurrences of ֹכל phrases with definite singular nouns are am-
biguous between the universal and free-choice interpretations (see dis-
cussion in §3.1, above), and are therefore excluded from the data. Of 
the eligible clauses that might have been included in this category, 
many are not actually morphosyntactically singular, as detailed below. 
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in the sense that they are unmarked for plural inflection, unam-
biguous cases of the morphosyntactic singular according to the 
definition presented above are vanishingly rare in this construc-
tion.33 The only occurrence I have found is יר ל־עִַ֣  ,’every city‘ אֶת־כ 
in (21), which is definite because it is governed by the object 
marker.34 
םְ֙  (21) נַחֲר  וא וַָֽ ת הַהִִ֔ ֣ ד אֶת־כָל־עָרָיוְ֙ בָע  ירוַנִלְכ ֤ ף  אֶת־כָל־עִ֣ ים וְהַטִָ֑ ם וְהַנָשִִ֖ מְתִִ֔  
 ‘And we captured all his cities at that time and devoted to 

destruction every city, men, women, and children.’ (Deut. 
2.34 ESV)35 

The other occurrences which might have been thought to 
provide evidence of this construction are not unambiguously sin-
gular in the morphosyntactic sense defined above. Many involve 
non-count nouns, to which the category of number is inapplica-
ble. For example, there are several phrases with mass nouns 
such as ר פ   dust’, e.g., (22a).36 Many have uninflectable abstract‘ ע 

 
33 While ֹכל with a suffixed pronoun satisfies the conditions for this cat-
egory, in all these occurrences the meaning is ‘whole’ rather than uni-
versal quantification (e.g., Exod. 25.36). 
34 The Targum translates ית כל קרויא ‘all the cities’. The Samaritan Pen-
tateuch has עריו ‘his cities’ instead of יר  Deut. 2.34 can be compared .עִַ֣
to the similar Deut. 3.6, which has an indefinite phrase יר ל־עִַ֣  every‘ כ 
city’, without the object marker.  
35 A reviewer suggests that אֶת here might be the comitative preposition 
‘with’ rather than the object marker; in that case the ֹכל phrase would 
be indefinite.  
36 Other mass nouns occurring in definite  ֹכל phrases include, e.g., ם  ד 
‘blood’ (Exod. 29.12); ב ה   ,.silver’ (e.g‘ כֶסֶף ;gold’ (e.g., Num. 7.86)‘ ז 
Num. 7.85);  ר פ   grass’ (e.g., Exod. 10.15). As‘ עֵשֶב ;dust’ (Exod. 8.13)‘ ע 
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nouns, such as ה אכ   ,work’, e.g., (22b),37 or aggregate nouns‘ מְל 
such as ׁרְכֻש ‘goods’, e.g., (22c).38 A few occurrences involve un-
inflectable plural nouns, such as צאֹן ‘sheep’, e.g., (22d).39 The last 
example is distributive. 
  

 
noted above, definite singular mass nouns can be quantified in Modern 
Hebrew with kol  as well, despite the fact that this construction is un-
grammatical with count nouns.  
37 Other apparently uninflectable abstract nouns occurring in definite 
-phrases include (not a comprehensive list; includes concrete applica כלֹ
tions of the abstract meaning): אֱמֶת ‘truth’ (Gen. 32.11); ה כְמ   ’wisdom‘ ח 
(e.g., 1 Kgs. 10.4); ה  delight’ (e.g., 1 Kgs‘ חֵפֶץ  ;desire’ (1 Sam. 9.20)‘ חֶמְד 
ה  ;goodness’ (e.g., 2 Kgs 8.9)‘ טוב ;desire’ (1 Kgs 9.1)‘ חֵשֶׁק  ;(5.24 אכ   מְל 
‘work’ (e.g., 1 Kgs 7.14); עֲשֶה ה  ;deed, work’ (e.g., Deut. 2.7)‘ מ  ל  -dis‘ נְב 
graceful folly’ (Judg. 20.10); ה ה ;labour’ (e.g., Num. 3.26)‘ עֲבֹד  -ad‘ עֵצ 
vice’ (e.g., 2 Sam. 16.23); ה א   .hardship’ (e.g., Exod. 18.8)‘ תְל 
38 Other aggregate nouns occurring in definite  ֹכל phrases include (not a 
comprehensive list):  אֹכֶל ‘food’ (e.g., Gen. 14.11);  ע  ’seed, offspring‘ זֶר 
(e.g., Gen. 46.6);  יִל  ;bread’ (Josh. 9.5)‘ לֶחֶם ;wealth’ (e.g., Num. 31.9)‘ ח 
לְקוֹח    ’chariotry‘ רֶכֶב ;fruit’ (e.g., Exod. 10.15)‘ פְרִי ;booty’ (Num. 31.11)‘ מ 
(e.g., Judg. 4.15); ל ל   spoil, plunder’ (e.g., Num. 31.11). On nouns‘ שׁ 
which may or may not belong in this category see fn. 39, below. 
39 Another uninflectable plural noun is ר ק   .cattle’ (e.g., Num. 7.87)‘ ב 
There is insufficient evidence to determine whether the following ani-
mal terms are aggregate nouns or uninflectable plural nouns:  ה  בְהֵמ 
‘beasts’ (e.g., Gen. 8.1);  ה י   ,.cattle’ (e.g‘ מִקְנֶה ;animals’ (e.g., Gen. 2.20)‘ ח 
Gen. 31.18); עוֹף ‘birds’ (e.g., Gen. 2.19); מֶש  ,.creeping things’ (e.g‘ רֶֶּ֥
Gen. 1.25).  ף  children’ (e.g., Gen. 34.29) does not fit neatly into either‘ ט 
category, as it variously triggers singular or plural agreement (both oc-
curring together in Num. 14.31). 
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(22a)  רֶץ ר הָאָֹ֛ יִם׃  כָל־עֲפַָ֥ רֶץ מִצְרָָֽ ים בְכָל־אֶָ֥ ה כִנִִ֖ הָיָָ֥  

 ‘All the dust of the earth became gnats in all the land of 
Egypt. (Exod. 8.13 ESV) 

(22b)   ה רְא מ שֶָ֜ ה וַיַֹ֨ אֶת־כָל־הַמְלָאכָָ֗  

 ‘And Moses saw all the work’ (Exod. 39.43 ESV) 
(22c)  שֶב שוַיִָּ֕ ת כָל־הָרְכִֻ֑ ִ֖ א   

 ‘Then he brought back all the possessions’ (Gen. 14.16 ESV) 
(22d)  ּו אן וְיָלְדָ֥ ים כָל־הַצ ִ֖ נְקֻדִִ֑  

 ‘all the flock bore spotted’ (Gen. 31.8 ESV) 

Another group of purportedly singular phrases involves 
nouns which have a pseudo-group use; the pseudo-group reading 
is variously certain or at least possible, depending on the context. 
For example, the plural verb in (23a) establishes that the singular 
subject, ל אִֵּ֖ יִשְר  ישׁ  ל־אִֶּ֥  ,is used in its pseudo-group meaning and כ 
therefore, has compound number. This example is distributive.40 
In (23b), the pseudo-group reading is forced by a collective pred-
icate. In (23c) the singular verb creates ambiguity between the 
pseudo-group reading (‘all the men of Israel’) and the prototypi-
cal use (‘every man of Israel’); both readings are distributive.  
(23a)  ה ֹ֛ ל וְהִנ  ִ֖ יש יִשְרָא  לֶךְ כָל־אִָ֥ ים אֶל־הַמִֶ֑ בָאִ֣  

 ‘Then all the men of Israel came to the king’ (2 Sam. 19.42 
ESV) (= every man of Israel) 

  

 
40  Other distributive occurrences with ׁאִיש are Judg. 20.33; 1 Sam. 
31.12; 2 Sam. 19.42. A distributive occurrence with ֹבְכר ‘firstborn’ is 
Num. 3.42. 
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(23b) יו יו וּבְנוֹתִָ֖ פֶש בָנָֹ֛ ש׃ כָל־נִֶׁ֧ ים וְשָלָֹֽ שְלֹשִָ֥  

 ‘all the souls of his sons and his daughters were thirty and 
three.’ (Gen. 46.15 KVJ)41 (≠ every soul) 

(23c)  עַל לְ֙ וַיַָ֜ יש יִשְרָא  ד כָל־אִ֤ י דָוִִ֔ ֣ אַחֲר  מ   

 ‘So every man of Israel went up’ (2 Sam. 20.2 KJV); ‘all the 
men of Israel’ (ESV)42 

The last group of purportedly singular phrases involves 
proper names of nations (24a)–(24b). Such names have com-
pound number and are inherently definite. The first illustrative 
example is distributive and the second collective. 
(24a)  ַע לוִיהוֹשֹֻ֨ ל־יִשְרָא ָ֜ יר   וְכָָֽ בְ֙ אֶת־הָעִִ֔ ר  א  ד הָָֽ י־לָכַ֤ וּ כִָֽ רָאָ֗  
 ‘And when Joshua and all Israel saw that the ambush had 

captured the city’ (Josh. 8.21 ESV) (=every person in Is-
rael) 

(24b) ח וּר  וַיִקַ֣ יש בָחִ֖ ים אִָ֥ שֶת אֲלָפִֹ֛ וּל שְלִֹׁ֧ ל שָאָ֗ ִ֑ מִכָל־יִשְרָא   

 ‘Then Saul took three thousand chosen men out of all Israel’ 
(1 Sam. 24.3 ESV) (≠every person in Israel) 

The almost complete absence of definite ֹכל phrases with 
morphosyntactically singular nouns in the corpus indicates that 
this construction is not productive in CBH, presenting no contrast 

 
41 Other collective occurrences with definite singular ׁנֶפֶש are Gen. 46.27 
and Exod. 1.5. 
42 When the  ֹכל phrase is the subject of a singular verb (e.g., Judg. 7.24) 
or functions as object (e.g., Josh. 10.24), it is usually impossible to dis-
tinguish the quasi-group and prototypical readings. An additional am-
biguous structure is the  ֹכל phrase which is a constituent in a coordi-
nated subject in a sentence with a plural verb, e.g.,  סוס ‘horse/s’ (Exod. 
14.23; Deut. 29.9) (סוס has a quasi-group use in military contexts, often 
appearing in coordination with the aggregate noun רֶכֶב ‘chariots’). 
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with Modern Hebrew in this respect. The fact that definite 
pseudo-group nouns and names of nations can occur with ֹכל is 
most likely due to their compound, rather than truly singular 
number. As we have already seen, the definite plural ֹכל phrase is 
a highly productive construction. Like the latter, the definite 
compound-number ֹכל phrase can be either distributive or collec-
tive. It is worth remembering that while definite mass nouns can 
be quantified by ֹכל in CBH, this is true of modern kol as well. 

4.4. Indefinite Plural ֹכל Phrases 

This construction, ungrammatical in Modern Hebrew, is ex-
tremely rare in the CBH corpus. Only one occurrence involves a 
semantically indefinite noun phrase:43 
  

 
43 While Rashi explains this to mean ‘instruments made out of wood’, 
modern scholars widely emend it to בכל עז ובשירים ‘with all (his) might’ 
or בכלי עז ‘with mighty instruments. The former emendation is based on 
v. 14 in the same chapter, the parallel to our verse in 1 Chron. 13.8, 
which has ים ז ובְשִׁירִִ֤ ל־עֵֹ֑  and 4QSama, with essentially the same text as ,בְכ 
Chronicles. The latter emendation is based on the LXX. According to the 
first emendation, the  ֹכל phrase involves a non-count abstract noun, and 
according to the second emendation, there is no ֹכל phrase. 
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ה   (25) יְהוִָ֔ ֣י  לִפְנ  חֲקִיםְ֙  מְשַָֽ ל  יִשְרָא ָ֗ ית  ֣ וְכָל־ב  ׀  ד  ים  בְ וְדָוִ֣ בְרוֹשִִ֑ י  ֣ עֲצ  ל  ר֤וֹת  כ ִ֖ וּבְכִנ 

ים: בְצֶלְצֶלִָֽ ים וָּֽ עַנְעִִ֖ ים וּבִמְנַָֽ   וּבִנְבָלִיםְ֙ וּבְתֻפִִ֔

 ‘And David and all the house of Israel played before the 
LORD on all manner of instruments made of fir wood, even 
on harps, and on psalteries, and on timbrels, and on cor-
nets, and on cymbals.’ (2 Sam. 6.5 KJV) (= on every kind 
of instrument) 

The other seven definite plural ֹכל phrases I am aware of 
appear to be semantically definite, and are typically translated 
with a definite noun phrase. Four occurrences refer to lists of en-
tities appearing immediately earlier in the texts, as in ים רִָ֛ ל־ע   all‘ כ 
(the) cities’ in (26a), which provides a sum of all the cities previ-
ously listed;44 all four are collective. The occurrence in (26b) re-
fers to multiple entities,  ְוֹתב מַ֔ ל־ב  כ   ‘all (the) high places’ that have 
been repeatedly mentioned throughout the passage, most re-
cently two verses earlier. This example is distributive. 
(26a) ים ן׃ ס  כָל־עָרִֹ֛ יהֶָֽ שַע וְחַצְר  ִ֖ ים וָת  עֶשְרִָ֥  
 ‘all the cities are twenty and nine, with their villages’ (Josh. 

15.32 KJV) (≠every city) 
(26b)  ְוֹתוַיְקַטְרוּ־שָםְ֙ ב    כָל־בָמִ֔

‘And there they made offerings on all the high places’ (2 Kgs 
17.11 ESV); ‘at every high place’ (NIV)  
 

The rarity of prototypically indefinite plural ֹכל phrase in-
dicates that it is not a productive construction in CBH. Since al-
most all of the few phrases with this structure are semantically 
definite, they are presumably a variation of the highly productive 

 
44 The others are Josh. 21.26, 39, both with רִים  .the cities’, and Josh‘ ע 
12.24, with כִים  .’the kings‘ מְל 
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definite plural construction, which, as seen above, can be distrib-
utive or collective.  

5.0 Conclusions 
This article has drawn new conclusions regarding the classifica-
tion of ֹכל in different syntactic constructions in CBH prose. These 
results are the product of the following research methods and 
procedures, which, taken together, distinguish the present study 
from existing literature on the subject: 

1. Corpus-based analysis 
2. Isolating universal ֹכל from other uses of the determiner 
3. Distinguishing between number in prototypical and non-

prototypical count nouns  
4. Distinguishing between morphosyntactic and semantic 

definiteness 
5. Defining distributivity and collectivity based on the rela-

tion between the ֹכל phrase and the meaning of the sen-
tence in which it occurs 

It has been demonstrated that biblical ֹכל has the same 
meaning as modern kol in their common syntactic environments: 
-is distributive with singular indefinite nouns, and can be dis כלֹ
tributive or collective with plural definite nouns. Obscuring the 
former rule is the common phenomenon of pseudo-group nouns 
that are semantically definite appearing in ֹכל phrases. The fact 
that such phrases can be collective can be explained by their syn-
tactic and semantic resemblance to definite plural ֹכל phrases. 
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It has further been demonstrated that the two constructions 
that are ungrammatical in Modern Hebrew, i.e., the definite sin-
gular phrase and the indefinite plural phrase, are not productive 
constructions in CBH prose either. Almost all the definite singular 
-phrases in the corpus require or admit a pseudo-group use in כלֹ
terpretation, or are names of nations; both types, therefore, re-
semble the plural ֹכל phrase from the syntactic and the semantic 
perspective. The few indefinite plural ֹכל phrases in the corpus 
are best understood as variations of definite plural ֹכל phrases, 
since they are nearly always semantically definite. Like the defi-
nite plural phrase, they, too, can be distributive or collective.  

Finally, a difference between the biblical and modern uni-
versal quantifiers was identified, namely that only biblical ֹכל can 
be used with indefinite non-count nouns.   
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