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ABSTRACT

The accepted history of Yiddish, based on historical and literary
records, places its origin in the Rhineland, in the far west of the
German speaking area. The Germanic parts of Yiddish, however,
point to dialects much further east. This has been explained through
a ‘Principle of Exchangeability’, whereby ongoing contact with other
German dialects on the long trek eastward obliterated earlier forms.
Unambiguous evidence may be gleaned from the Semitic elements in
Yiddish, which have no European cognates. Modern Yiddish
dialects show no trace of the old Rhineland merger of Semitic /h/
with /h/. The standard model explains this by reversal of merger,
and invokes additional reversals to explain the modern Yiddish
oppositions /s/ vs. /§/, and five long vs. five short vowels in Semitic-
origin items. Reversal of unconditioned merger is untenable. Where
seven such reversals are needed to sustain a historical model, it
should be abandoned. The comparative method, which takes
empirically confirmed modern data as its point of departure, is
superior to the writing of language history as a corollary of external
or literary history.

1. INTRODUCTION

We live in the age of the interdisciplinary ideal. Linguistic, historical,
literary and archaeological evidence are meant to assist each otherin
the common quest for ‘what really happened’ in a bygone age. Like
most ‘equal partnerships’, this one too is equal only in name. ‘Matter’
prevails over ‘sound’. The pieces of paper discovered by the
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historians and literary chroniclers, and the pieces of all else
uncovered by the archaeologists are given primacy by human
instinct, and by the empiricist tradition. Trouble is, historical
linguistics is equally rooted in empiricism, and, of course, sound is
matter too. Saussure proudly hailed the superiority of the evidence
of reconstruction, which takes as its point of departure the
empirically confirmable modern dialects, over paper trailing with its
thousand and one doubts (Saussure 1916:297-300).

Nevertheless, historical linguists often take as their starting point
the ‘truth’ of the historians and literary chroniclers, and regard
linguistic evidence as the tool for filling in the gaps. In cases of
conflict, some will take historical evidence as the given, principles of
historical linguistics as the variable. Surely, this results from
insecurity and lack of self-confidence of the field, and, yes, re-
searchers tend to become part of a collective unconscious of their
discipline.

2. AccepTep HisTORY OF YIDDISH

About a century ago, the comparative method was first applied to
the history of Yiddish (Saineanu 1889; Landau 1896). After being
established as a paradigm in the Kuhnian sense by Mieses (1908)
and Borokhov (1913), historical Yiddish linguistics became one of
the priorities of the Yivo (the Yiddish Scientific Institute), set up in
Vilna (Vilnius) in 1925, and moved to New York during World War
II. In fact, Max Weinreich, a cofounder of the Yivo, was the century’s
leading historian of Yiddish. His posthumously published four-
volume history of the language is the standard work (M. Weinreich
1973).

Thr}a European period in Jewish history came into its own around a
thousand years ago. The custom of the day was to dip into the
Hebrew Bible for names that could, for various reasons, apply to the
new Jewish communities. In the Iberian Peninsula it was Sefarad (cf.
Obadiah 20); in France, Tsorfas (cf. I Kings 17:9-10, Obadiah 20);
in the Slavonic area, Knaan (cf. Canaan, Genesis 9:18-27). The
Jewish civilization on German speaking lands, destined to become
the geographically and demographically most extensive Jewish
culture area in Europe, was known as Ashkenaz (cf. Genesis 10:3,
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Jeremiah 51:27). Each name signifies culture, custom and language
as much as territory, and in the case of Ashkenaz, the discongruity
with Germany became vast as Ashkenaz spread south into Italy,
north into Holland, and through much of the Slavonic and Baltic
territory of eastern Europe.

It seems clear from Jewish history and literature that Ashkenaz
started out in the Rhineland, to the far west of the German speaking
area, where around the year 1000, a new centre of rabbinic authority
had been established in the environs of Speyer, Worms and Mainz.
These three cities entailed an internal Jewish juridical unit, and were
known collectively by their Hebrew acronym SHUM. The ‘founding
father’ of Ashkenaz was Rabeynu Gershom (¢.960-1028) who
issued an edict forbidding polygamy, thereby symbolically bringing
Jewish law into the West. It is also known that national Jewish
tragedies, including the Crusades from 1096 onward, the Black
Death of 1348-1349 and ensuing slaughters, and many local
persecutions continually led Ashkenazim (as members of the group
are called) to migrate eastward, ultimately to the Slavonic and Baltic
lands. Moreover, various Polish and Lithuanian kings encouraged
immigration, hoping the new commerce would shore up their
€conomies.

It has therefore been agreed that Yiddish originated in the Rhine-
land, whence it travelled with the Ashkenazim on the great trek east-
ward. Correlation with history is confirmed by culture. The cultural
establishment of the civilization is the rabbinate, a term that does not
do justice to the wide variety of juridical, textual, philological,
folkloristic, homiletic and kabbalistic treatises the rabbis wrote. At
the inception of Ashkenaz, most of the great rabbinic figures and
academies were indeed in the Rhineland, the part of Ashkenaz Jews
called Loter, apparently after one of the Lothairs of the Holy Roman
Empire. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, many leading
personalities are found much further east, in Regensburg, Rothen-
burg (ob der Tauber), Prague and Vientfa, some of them indigenous,
some migrants from Loter. From the sixteenth century onward, the
leading centres are in Poland and Lithuania. All very neat, west to
east, Rhine to Danube to Dnieper, history, culture and language, and
an interdisciplinary love-feast. ] '

What is more, Yiddish linguistics, which has had to combat











































































