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A Working Hypothesis for the Understanding

of the "Waw-Conversive” Phenomenon

Jun IKEDA

The problematic tense-switching phenomenon called “waw-
conversive” is often said to be the greatest obstacle to the understanding of
the classical Hebrew verbal system. The purpose of this paper is to
provide, as a new working hypothesis, a discourse-level category for the
interpretation of the phenomenon.

It is observed that the basic form (BF) is usually preceded by the
topic, subordinate conjunction, relative particle, negative particle or
adverb, while the converted form (CF) occupies the initial position in a
sentence. This means that in a sentence of marked type, such as a sentence
with topicalization, an embedded sentence, a negative sentence or an
“emphatic’ sentence, the BF is used; otherwise (ie. in a sentence of
unmarked type) the CF is used.

Comparing the syntactic distributions of the BF and CF with P. ].
Hopper's BACKGROUND/FOREGROUND distinction, we can not but recognize
close relation between them. This enables us to propose the following
framework:

function of the BF : BACKGROUNDING

function of the CF : FOREGROUNDING



