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diglossia: biblical hebrew

versus pu≠al would be worthy of investigation
(cf. Glinert 1989:142). IH clearly has devices
other than the passive construction to mark
absence of ﬁrst actant (Glinert 1989:139–140;
Binyanim: Biblical Hebrew; Binyanim: Rabbinic Hebrew; Binyanim: Modern Hebrew and
the references there). A characteristic feature in
IH is the frequent employment of passive constructions with agent extension. The increased
use of this device is documented already in
Medieval Hebrew (Rabin 2000:113–114) and
is standardized in IH, usually by the particles
 בידיbi-yde or ≠ על ידיal-yede. The older use of
- לle- is preserved with certain kinds of verbs,
e.g.,  זה יובן לךze yuvan lax ‘this is understood by you (fs)’; consider also יעקב זועזע
. . . - מya≠aqov zu≠aza≠ mi- . . . ‘Jacob was shocked
by . . .’ (Glinert 1989:145–146). Also, the subjectless sentence is alive and well in IH: דובר
 על הפוגהdubar ≠al hafuga ‘there was talk of a
truce’,  הוחל בהקמת כורhu≤al be-haqamat kur
‘The building of a reactor was begun’ (Glinert
1989:146–147).
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Diglossia: Biblical Hebrew
Diglossia refers to the use of two registers, one
written or classical and the other spoken or
colloquial, in a particular language (Ferguson
1959; 1991; some scholars have expanded the
meaning of ‘diglossia’, on which see below,
“Diglossia: Rabbinic Hebrew”; in the ﬁrst section of the present entry we retain the original,
more restricted connotation of the term). The
prototypical example of diglossia, not only
within Semitic, but in general, is Arabic, with
its classical and colloquial varieties—the former
(now in the guise of Modern Standard Arabic)
used for writing and formal discourse (e.g., sermons), with the latter used in ordinary conversation (e.g., at home, in the marketplace, etc.).
A situation of diglossia has been reconstructed for ancient Hebrew. According to
this reconstruction, the grammatical norms in
the Bible, which are relatively constant in the
corpus, represent the ancient written variety
of Hebrew, while departures from the grammatical norm, which are legion in the Bible, frequently represent the spoken variety of Hebrew
in ancient Israel. These divergent forms and
usages often parallel spoken Arabic forms and
usages, and/or they emerge as the grammatical
norms of later Mishnaic Hebrew, which represents a spoken dialect of the Roman period,
albeit one used for written texts (see below).
Illustrative examples include the following:
(1) Gender neutralization, with no distinction
made in 2pl and 3pl verbs and pronouns.
In such cases, the masculine forms typically
come to be used for the feminine as well,
as in: (a)  ַא ֶ ֛תּם±attÆm ‘you (typically 2mpl)’
(Ezek. 13.20), with the antecedent ְבּנ֣ וֹת
 ַﬠ ְמּ ָ֔ךbënòμ ≠ammëú<å ‘daughters of your
people’ (ibid. v. 17) (though note the ‘correct’ form  ֠ ַא ֵתּנָ ה±attèn<å ‘you [2fpl]’ earlier
in the verse); (b)  ִשׁ ִ ֥שּׁים ֵ֙ה ָמּ ֙ה ְמּ ָל ֔כוֹתšiššìm
hèmm<å mël<åúòμ ‘they (typically 3mpl) are
sixty queens’ (Song 6.8); (c) ַה ַמּ ְל ִ ֽבּ ְשׁ ֶכ֤ם
ham-malbišúÆm ‘who clothed you (typically 2mpl)’ (2 Sam. 1.24), with the ante֙  ְבּbënòμ yi«r<å±èl ‘daughters
cedent נוֹת יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל
ָ ֹ  צßòn<åm ‘their (typically
of Israel’; (d) אנֽם
3mpl) ﬂock’ (Exod. 2.17), with the antecedent  ָבּנ֑ וֹתb<ånoμ ‘daughters (of Reuel)’
ֵ֨ ִא
in the previous verse; (e) ם־י ְצ ֥אוּ ְבנוֹת־
ילוֹ
֮  ִשׁ±im-yèß±ù ∫ënòμ-šìlò ‘if the daughters
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diglossia: rabbinic hebrew

of Shiloh come out’ (Judg. 21.21), using
the typical 3mpl preﬁx-conjugation verb;
֙ ָ  ִשׁ ְמ ֞עוּ ַה ָדּ ָ ֣בר ַה ֶ֗זּה ָפּ ֤רוֹת ַה ָבּšim≠ù had(f ) שׁן
d<å∫<år haz-zÆ p<åròμ hab-b<åš<ån ‘hear this
word, O cows of Bashan’ (Amos 4.1), using
the typically 2mpl imperative.
(2) Merger of ( ל"אﬁnal alef ) and ( ל"יﬁnal yod)
verbs, with the former inﬂected like the latter. Sometimes the alef is still written, even
though the Masoretic vocalization demonstrates that the verb was inﬂected according to the ( ל"יﬁnal yod) pattern. Examples
from across the verbal paradigm include:
(a)  ָכּ ֥לוּk<ålù ‘they restrained’ (1 Sam. 6.10)
(3mpl sufﬁx-conjugation of  כל"אk-l-±);
(b)  יִ ְכ ֶ ֥להyiúlÆ ‘would restrain’ (Gen. 23.6)
(3ms preﬁx-conjugation of  כל"אk-l-±); (c)
 יְ ֧ראוּyërù ‘fear’ (Josh. 24.14; see also 1
Sam. 12.24; Ps. 34.10) (2mpl imperative
of  יר"אy-r-±); (d) ™ ח ִ ֹ֥טאיםò†ìm ‘sinning’
(1 Sam. 14.33) (mpl active participle of
™ חט"א-†-±);  ק ִ ֹ֥ראיםqòrìm ‘calling’ (Ps. 99.6)
(mpl active participle of  קר"אq-r-±); (e)
 ְק ֣ר ֹאותqëròμ ‘to call’ (Judg. 8.1) (inﬁnitive
֥  ְבּ ַקנּbë-qannòμò
construct of  קר"אq-r-±); ֹאתוֹ
‘in his zeal’ (2 Sam. 21.2) (inﬁnitive construct of  קנ"אq-n-±).
(3) The deletion of the deﬁnite article from
the noun in an adjectival clause ( Deﬁnite Article). That is to say, instead of DEF.
ART.-NOUN + DEF.ART.-ADJ., which represents
the grammatical norm, e.g., ַה ָדּ ָ ֣בר ַה ֔טּוֹב
had-d<å∫<år ha†-†ò∫ ‘the good thing’ (Josh.
21.45), one encounters NOUN + DEF.ART.-ADJ;
examples include:  ֥ר ַוּח ָה ָר ָ ֽﬠהrùa™ h<å-r<å≠<å
‘the evil spirit’ (1 Sam. 12.23); ַהגָּ דוֹל֙ ֤בּוֹר
bòr hag-g<å≈òl ‘the large cistern’ (1 Sam.
֣ ֶ šÆmÆn ha†-†ò∫ ‘the good
19.22); שׁ ֶמן ַה ֗טּוֹב
oil’ (2 Kgs 20.13).
(4) The anticipatory pronominal sufﬁx, whereby
an object (direct or indirect) is expressed
both through a pronoun and a following noun. Illustrations follow (with the
pronoun object placed within parentheses
ַ  וַ ִתּ ְר ֵ ֣אהוּ ֶאwatin the glosses): (a) ת־ה ֶ֔יּ ֶלד
tir±èhù ±Æμ-hay-yÆlÆ≈ ‘and she saw (him) the
ָ ְרוּמת י
֣ ַ יא ָה ֵ ֖את ְתּ
ֶ֕ יְ ִב
child’ (Exod. 2.6); (b) הו֑ה
yë∫ì±Æh<å ±èμ tërùmaμ YHWH ‘he shall bring
(it) the offering of YHWH’ (Exod. 35.5);
(c)  ָאנ ִ ֹ֛כי נ ֵ ֹ֥תן ָל ֶ ֖הם ִל ְב ֵנ֥י יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל±<ånòúì nòμèn
l<åhÆm li-∫nè yi«r<å±èl ‘I give (to them) to the
children of Israel’ (Josh. 1.2).
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It is important to note that these colloquial
usages appear in third-person narration as frequently as they do in quoted direct speech
(examples from the above illustrations include
Exod. 2.6, 17; 1 Sam. 6.10; 12.23; 19.22;
2 Sam. 21.2; 2 Kgs 20.13), which is to say,
these departures from the grammatical standard do not reﬂect an attempt at representing
the spoken register of ancient Hebrew. Quite
the contrary, quoted speech in the Bible is often
couched in the literary idiom, a situation which
also obtains in the Qur±àn, in which quoted
speech appears in classical, not colloquial Arabic. One should conclude then, that, in general,
these colloquialisms penetrated the biblical text
rather randomly and subconsciously.
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Diglossia: Rabbinic Hebrew
1. H i s t o r i c a l B a c k g r o u n d
The Jewish communities of the Hellenistic,
Roman, and early Byzantine periods consisted
of people who spoke Hebrew, Aramaic, and
Greek to such an extent that many were probably bilingual and perhaps even trilingual (for
surveys, see Barr 1989; Watt 2000). While it is
clear that some of the Diaspora communities
no longer knew Hebrew (as demonstrated by
the need for translations of the Bible into Greek
and Aramaic, and as explicitly attested by
some rabbinic sources (cf., e.g., Tosefta Megilla
3.13), Hebrew remained a living language in
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