
1 
 

History of Hebrew & Jewish languages: 
Cultural, historical and linguistic aspects 
(Preliminary) syllabus 
Summer 2014 
 
 
 

Details 

Course code: LING S215 01 (Su14) 

Meeting: Monday, Wednesday and Friday 1.00–3.15 (H5A), class room t.b.a.  

Instructor: Tamás Biró 

Email:  tamas.biro@yale.edu (backup: t.s.biro@uva.nl, birot@birot.hu) 

Office:  370 Temple Street, room 302 

Office hours: Mondays, 3.30–4.30, or by appointment 

Websites: Classes*v2, and backup: http://www.birot.hu/courses/2014-HB/ 

 

 

Description 

The Jewish culture has always been in a very intimate relationship to texts and language. But what 
language did the Jews actually speak? Did King David converse in Biblical Hebrew? How did the 
vernacular turn into the language of the rabbinic literature? Why could a dead language flourish in the 
Middle Ages? How did Yiddish and other Jewish languages emerge? Is it self-evident that Hebrew 
became the language of the modern State of Israel? By looking at the history of the languages of the 
Jews, this course will offer a unique perspective on social and cultural aspects of Jewish history. 

The course will offer an overview of the history of the Hebrew language and the Jewish languages, as 
well as an introduction to a multitude of linguistic methodologies. The historical-comparative method 
will be discussed to locate Hebrew among the Semitic languages. The family tree model will be 
contrasted to the wave model when discussing the Northwest Semitic continuum. Biblical Hebrew can 
be approached by traditional philology as much as by generative linguistics. Understanding rabbinical 
and medieval Hebrew requires the perspective of the sociolinguist. Modern Hebrew has been posing 
constant challenges to contemporary linguistic theories since the MA thesis of Noam Chomsky to the 
problem of opacity in Optimality Theory. 

The course requires no familiarity with linguistics, and no knowledge of Hebrew, although any of 
these will prove beneficial. Attendees will however be expected to have at least a superficial knowledge 
of Jewish history. The course does not teach Hebrew, but provides a familiarity with interesting 
phenomena in Semitic languages. The course does not teach a specific linguistic framework, but explain 
why we should keep our minds open to a plethora of methodologies. 
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Requirements 

 
Class participation (10%): Students are expected to actively participate in the discussions in class, 

including discussions based on the assigned readings.  
 
Written homework (20%): Each day, there will be a short assignment due by the next class. Unless a 

good reason is provided, the homework must be handed in on paper in class. Very often, the 
homework will be based on the readings. For maximum points, a student must submit ten out of 
the twelve assignments (2% each). 

 
In-class midterm exam (30%): An in-class exam during the Friday class of week 3, focussing on the 

readings in the first three weeks. Graduate students will receive one additional question. 
 
Final examination (40%): An open-book final test on the last day, testing whether the student knows 

what and where to look up, and whether the student has acquired familiarity with the methods 
and phenomena discussed. A subset of the exam will be related to the weekly assignments. 
Graduate students will receive one additional question. 

 
 
In weeks 1-2, Bennett’s Comparative Semitic Linguistics will be used as a semi-textbook. Beyond that, 
however, the course is not based on a single textbook, but on a selection of articles and book chapters 
made available to the students. 
 
 

Academic honesty 

 
Yale does not tolerate plagiarism, and Yale policy will be fully enforced. For more information, refer to 
http://yalecollege.yale.edu/content/cheating-plagiarism-and-documentation. Useful resources on citing 
include http://writing.yalecollege.yale.edu/using-sources and http://writing.yalecollege.yale.edu/advice-
students. Please feel free to consult the lecturer in case of doubts. 
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Tentative course outline 

 
Week 1     Semitic languages and the comparative-historical method 
 
 Monday:  Introduction: on linguisticses.    
 Wednesday: Semitic languages and the family tree model. 
 Friday:  Comparative reconstruction (phonology): features and phonemes. 
 
Week 2     Biblical Hebrew and the North-West Semitic languages 
 
 Monday:  North-West Semitic languages and the wave model. 
    Nominal cases and sound laws. 
 Wednesday: Biblical Hebrew vs. Tiberian Hebrew: how did King David speak? 
    Comparative reconstruction (morphology): pronouns and suffixes. 
 Friday:  Internal reconstruction: what can be learnt from allophony? 

Allophony, as seen by the historical linguist, the structural linguist and 
the generative linguist. 

 
Week 3     From Biblical Hebrew to Rabbinic Hebrew and diglossia 
 
 Monday:  Inscriptions, literature and vernacular: a millennium of language history. 
    On the sources available and those not available to historical linguists. 
    Aramaic in a nutshell: on forms and roles of diglossia. 
 Wednesday: Rabbinic Hebrew: a new genre requiring a new language? 
    A broom and language death: non-linguistic sources in linguistics. 
 Friday:  Midterm in-class exam. 
 
Week 4     Medieval Hebrew, Jewish languages, Yiddish and sociolinguistics 
 
 Monday:  Medieval Hebrew: dead or alive? The role of language contact. 
 Wednesday: Jewish languages: how does a new language emerge? 
    Forms of code switching / code mixing. 
 Friday:  Yiddish: a case-study in the sociolinguistics of Jewish languages. 
 
Week 5     Contemporary Hebrew, contemporary linguistics 
 
 Monday:  Haskalah and Zionism: what language to speak in the Old-New Land? 
    Hebrew in Israel: prescriptive norms and spontaneous developments. 
 Wednesday: Is the Israeli language a Semitic language? – a post-modern discussion  
    about linguistics concepts and their reception in society. 
    Modern Hebrew in modern linguistics. 
 Friday:  Final open-book exam 
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