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20 Chaim Rabin

circumstances inhibited the process of linguistic adaptation to new surround-
ings {which in any case seems even before generally to have taken about two
generations) and thus arose languages which were in a sense doubly ‘Tewish'
they were completely different and not mutually intelligihle to their actml
surroundings, and at the sime time became imereasingly distingt from the
languuge spoken in the country where they had been formed by o ol
adaptation process centuries before. As a result, Yiddish in Easters Europs:
wis also distingt from the language of the Germon minarity, dod Jdaees
Spanish in Northern Moroceo (Hukitiva) was distinet from the language of
Spanish merchants and settlers in that country
It is those highly individuated languages which penerally come to our mind
when we talk about Jewish languages. Clearly much of our ideas about the
character of a Jewish language is shaped by investigation of the distinctive
features of this type. However, for a long time now research has extendad
also to a number of languages tess mdividuated, genetically connected with
the language of the majority of their respective countries. It is thus clear that
for the linguist those are also Jewish languages. This raises the question of the
minimum requirements for calling a form of speech by this name.
There are three possible extensions of the class. One is to consider whatever
a Jew speaks to his family and to his Jewish friends a Jewish lanpuage. Tliis
would include ancient Hebrew, Modern Hebrew, the Russian or German spoken
by Jewish immigrants in New York, as well as the language spoken by fuih
anglicized Jews among themselves. There would be many such ‘languages
which are indistinguishable from the language of tlie present or former non
Jewish surroundings, except for the use of Jewish terms for Jewish religious
objects and institutions, though it is doubtful whether this can be taken as 1
distinguishing feature, as in many areas such words are also well known to the
non-Jewish population. In principle, such a definition would mean that 2
complete Tist or deseription of Jewish languages would include the linguages
af all countrles where Jews lve or lived. Such o definition appedts to e of
little use. not ooly because it includes so many items distinguished by zes
leatures, but also because it would make the set of Jewish langirapes par
an almost unlimited class of sets including such itemns as Christian, fslami.
cle, tanguages, but also vegetarian languages, poker players’ languages. and
the like, all of which are marked by a separate nomenclature with the i
group, and occasionally become markedly different from the language !
their surroundings.
The second possibility is to consider as Jewish languages those speech forms
(and occasional written forms) used by Jews intra-communally, which ur:
linguistically distinct from the form of language spoken all around the com

munity and by members of the community when communicating with out:
siders. I we define ‘form of language’ as not including specialized terminolog .
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this definition would frée the set fronn the muny cases ol otherwise ide el
language in the mouths of Jews. The definition refers by implication to
minerly groups in oo linguistically more or less :_.__E:n_..:@:.:_.,. ares only and
Would thug exclude from the set of Jewish languages both ancient und modern
Hebrew but would still include the langutiges of Jewisl inmigrants even |f
iden tical with (he majority linguuge of the countpy thew Beft, as well as cases
like Jews in North Africs who spoke Freg | Fesish
lmguages would be a subset
ch-tesearched catesory,

within their own circle. Jewish
of minority languages. a well-recopnized and
though |1 is likely that methods of reseirel
wich langunges would give little leeway for linding out the specifically Jewis
_.n.,. res of that subsel, Howsver (e min difticulty ol this defi _:._.: is that
linguists have not stlcceeded, and yre unlikely to suceeed, in defining the
i ::.3, or Lype of features which make 4 speeell form 1 ustically ‘,_.__.._.::._
_L_._m.:_m: are agreed thal where we have areas with speech of cliuge penetic
E_L:.::._.._.:_. sh the muwjority of grummar and voic by, __:_:”.. Is no
lnguistic decision of whether we have dmlects of one | :m_.:mn..: Iwo differ-
ent _,___m...:.._mnm. Phis question is decided on the socialinpuistie ﬁé_..__ by the atti-
__..__.__4;. ol the speakers ata given momenlt in time, T)o uncerlainty of .hy.:.:r::_m.
distinetness in sucly cases has played a prominent rale in the ,.__..A._f.zmm.:: ;::.:_u..
F.__m latter purt of the nineteenth cen tury as to whether Yiddish was ;E:.:na_,
Ir Genman, as well as in antisemitic stalemen (s during the present century
tar Germaon when usgd by Jews, even outside the n::..::_“_::fn fiil u..n:v..-
nizable features which amounted (o ‘corruption of the German Ju; guage”, ,:_m
ligt of what Jews anil nen-dews cansider ys linguistic features Euqu,.w adew
makes a fascinating study, but | doubt whether @ sound theary of ._n...,.__.L.
hinguages can be based on il .

The third pos bility is to define o Jewish | Tguage os one which is used in
ddiglossia relation with Hebrew (in combination with the forms if Arimaic
used in religious literature), As is well kitown, i diglossia situation does nao
equire all members of the lanpuage community to he expert in the undeér-
tinding ani aetive use of the ‘wpper” languige. In most observed cases, only
Lamall elite iz actually in that pesition, but (his group gives the tone E..”_
ihrouph it elements of the upper lnguage permeate t :
wide eireles of the unlesrmed. This i< the key
lFdtures of Jewisl lunguages, :

to the spesch of very
o ane of the most Guniliar
oy the emplisyment of Hebrew-Aramaic wirds not
only for relipivus ey inolooy hut alse fo My

Hems of everyday lifie
nctuding Hebrew subetipy e names for

mmentionable’ thing, and, in sone
cases b least, the penetration of Hebrew prepositions amd Laf.a-rw into the
wpression Ol logical conmectons between sentences: 11 is also the leason why
womany Jewish languages were written with Hebrew characters, and in fuet
the use of Hebrew characters would he g secondiry, bul not _._mnw.mmu____. mark
of o Jewish language. But the matn: mark would be the speciil u:_:__wﬁ_.u‘.a
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of a Jewish lanpuage, with its openness toward Hebrew-Aramaic, making 1t
possible at will.and according to the religious education of speaker and listener.
to introduce added elements in the form of quotations and allusions from
Hebrew Aramaic texts. Defining Jewish languages in Lhis way is in accord with
commot belief and intuition, as it exciudes Jewish speech forms more or fess
identical with the majority language and the language of Jewish immigrant
proups when fdentical with L

| of nom-dewish mmigmnts Trom e e
country, It recopnizes the endeavors of circles (o Amertica and elsewhere 10
create for themselves a ‘Jewish language’ by introducing Hebrew elements.
including modern Hebrew, mto their English, ¢tc., speech, since our definition
does not require the non-Hebrew busis o1 the Jew h language to be gran-
patically diflerent from: the surroundiog majority language, regarding difier-
ence as a result of the social situation, not as a precondition.

Ar inleresting implication of this definition s that it would exe
Classival Biblical Hebrew of the First Temple period but would mclude not
aly modern Hebrew but also Mishnaic Hebrew, which was probably spoken

since 539 B.C.E. and which began to be written in the first century C.E, Again
this classilication coincides with popular intultion. A striking confirmation of
this is the custom, prevalent in the early days of modern Hebrew literature, to
[ employ Mishnaic Hebrew as a literary substitute for Yiddish ima liter
wlich was basically written i Biblicgl Hehrew, as was done by Abralium

_ Mapi in his novel The Hypoerite (o characterize the speech of 1he vrthodon,

d by Mendele Mokher Sefurim and later by Isaac Dov Berkovitz to provide
_ a aeneral atmosphere of the Jewish Shredl.

The Jewish languages would thus form o subset ol the class of dighossiy

_ situations. There seems Lo be no lerm Tor a group of languages stapding

digiossia (o one ‘upper’ language. Inimitation of the Genman term Sprachbund

[ for a sroup of related or unrelated lunguages which have undergone a greal

[ deal ol parallel development, we might term such a group a ‘diglossic leder-

ation® and say that the Jewish languages constitute such a federation. Other

diglossic [ederations are the Catholle languages of the Middle Apes, Himdn

andd Beddlust | ages, with Sanskril as “upper’ Banpaage, and the Dslamb

| languages.' In each of these federations we find languages genetically remote

from the upper language side by side with languages cognate with 1t — in our

case Jewish Aramaic and Judaeo-Arabic — and daughiter languages ol the upper

language, as we have in Mishnaic and modern Hebrew, It is not accidental

that the three diglossic federations we mentioned were tied together by

religions and that they all flourished mainly in the Middie Ages There seems

o be 4 connection botween

lossia and & cectain tyne of tradit

ditional, text-orented school system

il respect Tor Hierury ley
the classes of languages compared in discussing the first two pessibilities.
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{rom which one can apt out only by abandoning the lunguage, it is possibie
for an entire linguistic communily to opt out ol diglossia, and out of the
diglossic federation, usually by the process of incorporating a large quantity
of the lexicon of the upper language and closing-up against the rest. Modern
Hebrew has largely done so with regard to Biblical Hebrew, and similar
tendencies with regard to Hebrew-Aramaic have been observed in Yiddish.
Strictly speaking, a language which would accomplish such a process would
cease to be a Jewish language, just as English ceased to be a ‘Christian’ (Cath-
olic) language and entered another type, that of the languages in which the
Christian religion is only represented by terminology and which cannot be
said to constitute a diglossic federation.

It is normally the lower language of the diglossia which opts out of the
diglossia situation and takes over the registers for which the upper language
was previously employed. In Europe this process was connected with the rise
of the middle ciass and with the emergence of language-based nationalism. It
would be of great interest to study this process of emancipation from diglossia
in other areas, e.g., India, and to discover the social factors which there
contributed to it. However, for reasons of social and ideological pressure
against the dismantling of the diglossic federation, it can happen that the
upper language takes over the regsters formerly occupied by the various
lower languages, and thus the community emancipates itself from the diglossic
aluation by ‘reviving’ and refitting the comunon part of the diglossia. The
only example in which this process reached its final stage is the revival of
llebrew. However, it may well be that the diglossic federation of Arabic
colloquials, with literary Arabic as the upper language, s at present in the
middle of a process by which (he lilerary language pencliates increasingly
into everyday speech (Meiscles, 1975) and a colloguialized form of literary
Arabic will ultimately tepiace the colloquials, except, of course, in Malta,
which in the nineteenth century opted out of the Islamic languages and raiscd
its colloquial to the status of national language, written with Roman characters.

F would suggest the term ‘emancipated language’ for the result ol the opting-
out process and *pre-diglossic language varicty” for those cases of Jewish speech
in which the languape of the majority, or of the country from which the group
emigrated, is enriched by Jewish terms taken {rom Hebrew-Aramaic or [rom
Yiddish while otherwise being indistinguishable from that of other speakers
of the same social class. We may describe Jewish languapges as a transitional
state between the pre-diglossic variety and the emancipated language of a
Jewish group. Whether these transitions take place depends, of course, on the
social history of any particular Jewish group, its wunderings and its relations
10 the majority group in the country concerned

It was the Hebrew-Aramaic superstructure that cnabled Jews in their
wanderings to change spoken languages, and in some cases even written

~¥
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laripuages, without changing their culture, turning the newly adopted language
of their new surroundings immediately into a Jewish language and setting into
mation a course of increasing disconnection in linpuistic development between
the surrounding language and its originally identical lewish counterpar,
Indeed we can observe instances where terms coined to translate Hebrow.
Aramaic concepls were faken over from the Tormer Jewish language into the
mew one, cg, in Judaco-German the Romunee termns ohodent and aren "o
pray’. We also find cases in which the former spoken language is preserved as
a kind of semi-holy language in the process of learning the Hebrew-Aramme
sacred texts through word-by-word translation, as happened in Canada and the
LS. with Yiddish (where in some areas children are stdl tuppht Yiddish in
arder to be able to |ranslate from Hebrew into Yiddish pand among leagi Jews
i India with the literary form ol colloguial Arabic peculiar to Iriagi Jews,
An earlier instunce of the sume tendency was the retention of the duty of
stdying the Aramaic translation (Targum) & the Pentateuch long after
Aramaic® ceased to be spoken as a Jowish laninge;

The lower languages. of o diglossia situation belong to the type of *home
languapes’ as opposed 1o languages of peneral culture, Such languages, because
of being associated with childhood and with the more intimate and relaxed
aspects of humnan life, are distinguished hy the affection of their speakers and
their beliel that ondy in that particular fanguage cana person expressall shades
of feeling, muke jokes aml genesilly be Chimself, They are said to Fequire
no effort in expressing vneself, of, the Yiddish e fother langiages one
talks, but Yiddisly rafks itself, sl appear to theirspeakers inimensely rich
L Bashevis-Singer Is reported 10 have stated in a lecture ot the Sorbonne sfte)
his Mobel Prize, on Dec. 17, 1978, that he had no doubt that Yiddish i e
hest language in the world.

This feeling of having a language of unlimited resources is o bt partly
due to the ome language” being what Basil Bemnstein called o restricted code
used (or socially ciroumscribed agtivitios and o o large extent in hatle or
semi-phattic. commumeation, combined usually with smuch non-verhal com
munication and mplication, in @ relaxed atmasphere. In the case of diglossia
however, there js amn objective cause For such o lealing: the diglossic speaker
has at his disposal two languages, not one. The upper Langunge of the diglossn
Isnot someonc olse’s lanpoape but is his own in the sune way as the colloguil.
just as for an uneducated Enplish speaker the literary language is his, though
he may understamd it imperfeatly and be unable to handle it actively. 1 (s o
diglossic home language is different (rom s home language existing under i
tutelage of an adjucent language of higher culture, spoken by another et
group, and therefore alien, though indispensable Tor certoin activities The
diglossic speaker cun use the words und phrases of the upper Ling lilge tooan
extent limited only by his personal knowledpe af it, thus in eflec] unlimited,
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Even malapropisms in the use of Hebrew material, such us those committed
by some of Sholem Aleykhem’s heroes, only serve to show the sense of pro-
rrietorship of those speakers. Since by common agreement in the sOCieLY fn
question, the upper Jai £t is not only prestigious but also “riely’, ds provedd
by its many synonyims, the potential wealth of expressions within (eucl; of
the speaker seems indeed unbounded.

That the dijglossic speaker viewed the upper language as his own is also
shown by the fact that new words could e Tormed in the upper Biponoge
from its own resources, Medieval Latin, Sanskrit and other upper diglissia
limzuapes aceuired quite-a percemtage of tieir vicabulary after they cegsed 10
he spoken. The existence of Hehiew worls which were used in Yiddish con.
text hefore entering origingl THebrew texts has been noticed long ago and has
farmod he subject of 2 munber of studies (e.g., Mark, 1957-1958). Recently
adictionary of Hebrew words created by Yemenite Jews, and prebably for thie
most part originally used in Yemnenite-Arabic confexts, has been published
|Ratzhaby, 1977-1978%); Thers were, of course, also creations by scholars,
originally intended for the purposesuf Hebrew texts, and some of which never
foand emplovment jn Jewish-language contexts except, perhaps, in learned
discussion. The group does not include words of the lower language taken over
bedily into the upper one to denote objects for which there was no Hebrew
term and which have to be classed as ordi ry loans, the same way as words
ken from the official linguape ol (e country. Bul it was the popola
creations of Hebrew wards by speakers ol Tewish languapes which bestowed
I same egisters of Hebrew a distinetly local color.

The spelling of such words as kabrsen (QBSN) ‘beggar’ or khalosies
HLESWT) ‘nausea; swoon” scording t the spelling rules of Hebrew dnd nai
those of Yiddish, shows that 1o Yiddish speakers the worls they themselves
hud invented were still Hehrew words, In fact, such words, along with al|
mherited Tebtew and Aranmic wards, remamed part of (lie upper Lngige
il were anly used in, but nol meorpomted inte, thie spoken fowish langinge,
Their listing in Yiddish, ludezmo, ete., dictionaries, trigh necessury for
prictical purpeses, gives i

wrong impression, as would the incfusion of scien-
e terminology in standard Enplish into the dictionary of a British or
american dialeet i un ares where many of the men are employed in science-
ristll factaries. ) is (he very ‘essence of diglodsin that the two languages
s apurt on the linguistic level (de Saussire’s langue ) although in aeral
peech and An some cases in ouetual writing (parole) elements of the one
permedte the other to such an extent that words of the lowe lanpuage may
2 ooul of use amd he replaced by words from the vpper. language, e.g., in
tuphemisms,

As nobody in a diglossic society speaks the upper language at home, it is
10 one’s mother tongue and has to be learnt. Since its study takes up a great
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deal of what school teaching is avatlable in each of the diglossic societies, there
is a tendency to equate a high depreée of active and passive {luency in that
lunguage with being educated (as distinct from rned ). This is strengthened
by the fuct that traditional school methods tayght lunpguage mainly by lexis,
s that command of the language meant also close acquaintance with the
standard texts, which were chosen for their religious or moral significance,
These texts were aimost always from the early period of the language, for the
most part the period when it was spoken and not yet part of a digloss
Nevertheless, they included in all cases here discussed an earlier and a later
period of the kanguage, and in the case of Greek and Latin the central religious
works belonged to the later stage, In [Hehrew fhe aituation was particularly
complex, as it included Biblical Hebrew, Mishnaic Hehrew and Talmudic
Aramaic. in all extending over a span of more than 1500 years, These curly
works dominated the initial stages of education, luter and contemporary works
in the upper language being read as part of advanced education or privately.
In noune of the cases discussed was there ever instruction in, or even study of.
{lie pupils’ contemporary Torm of the upper language. The duality or miulte
plicity of source periods of the el led to mconsistencies o duplications
whicl, combined with the natural drift of 2 language in use; caused the upper
lahguage as writlen ar spoken at one's time 10 be diflerent from that found m
the sources studied at school.

The history of medieval Latin and of later Hebrew consists of periods
during which the changes went on undisturbed, and more or less settled in
what may be termed devetopment, and periods of ‘renaissance’ when users
went back to meticulous imitation of the carlier period of those learned a1
school — in the case of Jewish lunguages this was Biblical Hebrew - and what
ever development there had been was undone, and the next stage started more
or less afresh. In Arabic the interplay of development and renaissance was
more complicated but had the same elfect: these languages did not develop
grammatically, and after periods during wliich normal kanguages would has

recognition, their present users are still able to understand

chinged aut of
tie most anclent texts included in the sourges without great difficulty. Since
in the traditional diglossic cultures the lower languages were not studied in
school and no formal grammar existed for them, the image of the unchanging
language became in those societies part of the picture of the world. Develop
ment was only thought of as the adding of words to mcet new needs.

The fact that ‘our children can understand passages from the Bible withoui
difficulty” has been adduced in a number of statements by Israeli ey and
political personalities as one of the unique features of the Hebrew fanguige. §
ie [inked in some cases with concern that the lanpuage may change, in otfizs
with an assurance that Hebrew is not subject to the same iaws as othe
languages. Some quote a saying of the late writer S.J. Agnon: ‘Hebrew it

|

_ . - a,
| that Hebrew was revived directly from the ancient sources, Bible
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like Gierman

: . m_ is & stubbarn language and does not give in easily™. One
reAsOn _:_. this familiarity of Biblical prose texts is thal shout :.“.:..w _.;. __:,.
lexicon of 4 modern prose text consists of common words also found in the
Hible, another is. the persisience of the spelling Cineluding the indication “.
vawels] which enubles the Biblical texts to he promnsuneed m.:.;.:_: .n,
present-day phonetics an phonoligy, But these (aetors are ine f:._.___am.___”._
_._.__Em_.:. __n_...wm.,... is readly wnigue in being o diglossic upper languuye .__ H..rn_..
anid written in everydav life, i full-fledged national language m.:.: m:r,.mw:._::
the gencral sppearance of “wnchanging” languapge n wl ¥
o __w. goes on to the next renaissance. In reality, its new sta fus, now established
for .__..:.._ over a century, has resulted in changes, mainly in informal m. L.F.:. r;ﬁ
M0 in the _.e.:_:...: lunguage, and there are signs that features of __qn mwcrh__.
_.__ﬁwumq have in the seventies begun to penctrate into the written style. Bin
the awireness of these changes has been inhibited by nodem Hehrew he
pdesvish languuge with ot least an deology _.,_._.__E:zmm.._. The aecepie

b development

ing a
d theory is
eratire,” "___.; therefore ull questions of linguistic _r.:_En:_uz“_“*_..__H__,q_““_,n“
decided by reference o the usage of those sources, The only real “.:E_.,: f
the langwige 15 supposed to be the contradictions between the L..E;_m.",:.nf;.__“_u_.
iy sorce periods Gef, Rabin, V9700 T here is the ddea) of .r_::_..u.: _,m__u_:_.;._....
fe.,'n _:._._._. E...Enn ol Bamliarity with the language of the sources ".”_._ Tu
o :.::.._h Houctively, Writers like Agnon and Hazae are .ﬁ___ dppireciataed
tieir E.f._r.:u.,._ﬁ use of linguistic material adypred mainly from Mish r,
__._.__::._._. I iz still widely assumed that 1lie best preparation fur writ :
dble Hebrew is tlie intensive study of the Babylonan Talmwl, i

[here is thus a the ] i
2 theoretical persistence of diglossiy, with collaguial Hebrew

£ acce -

| tnthe position of the lower lansuage. As far 55 | know . ¥i ehisg) Porers (| Rus-

1967) was the first recognized normaotivist writer 10 ady ce the theory the

i __,.ﬁ. spoken languape deviaticns from the lunguuge of the ‘,.:_.__,”.:_-w ..:
ssifle,’ thus introducing a clear diplossic __.::m it e :E_“_.__.m. zﬂ._w.d_”__._”__..
i As has been studed above, diglossia exists owever small the pe F.E:,_.
I those who sctually have full commund of the upper language E“; the ,:

Weontempuorary Hebrew may passibly show thar the :._.un“_ Tm_"_.r._. Lhist :_r_..
e some who use it is sufficient to maintain the | o

1id

: attitudes typifying a diplossic
o . e a diglossia
Awation and thus the character of contemporary Hebrew as a Jewish language
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1and several kinds of Judaco-Arabic, and at least owio
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diglossic Christian lanpuages: Egyptian Christian Arabic (with Coptic as upper
languape} and Maronite Arabic in Lebanon (with Syriuc), while ather lorms of
Christian Arabic are non-diglossic and are part of the communal varieties of local
dialects typical for the Arab countrics

The Jews of Kurdistan and Azcrbaijan speak dialects of the type of Modern Eastern
Aramaic They call their languape ‘Targum’, but it has nothing to de with the
languape of the ancient Biblical Targumim, which was Middle Western Aramic.

The facts are that the writers of the Revival Period used, with slight modifications.
either the Biblical renaissance style used in the period immediately preceding them
(thus Ben-Yehuda) or the mixed style of contemporary rabbinic writings (thus
Mendele Mokher Sefarim}. Connection with the sources there was only insofar as
both these styles were in any case replete with source quotations and allusions. The
language of the first Hebrew speakers derived from the prayer book and from therr
acquaintance with contemporary literafure.

fvrit kahalalhah (2nd edn , Tel Aviv 1961, passim) A student of mine stated in an
exam, 1977, that a certain rule applied ‘only in very formal repisters, but not in
living everyday spoken Hebrew'. The term “living language' is a favorite word in the
ideological struggle for the emancipation of diglossia languages.
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