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MANY PEOPLES OF OBSCURE SPEECH AND DIFFICULT LANGUAGE:
ATTITUDES TOWARDS LINGUISTIC DIVERSITY IN THE HEBREW BIBLE

Abstract

The subject of this dissertation is the awareness of linguistic diversity in the Hebrew
Bible—that is, the recognition evident in certain biblical texts that the world’s languages
differ from one another. Given the frequent role of language in conceptions of identity, the

biblical authors’ reflections on language are important to examine.

Of the biblical texts that explicitly address the subject of linguistic diversity, some are
specific, as in references to particular languages (e.g., ““Aramaic,”), while others refer to
linguistic multiplicity generally, as in the Tower of Babel episode (Gen 11:1-9). Linguistic
difference is also indicated implicitly, as when the speech of Laban in Gen 29-31 exhibits

Aramaic-like features that emphasize his foreignness.

Building on previous studies of limited scope, my approach is to collect and analyse
the evidence for awareness of linguistic diversity in the biblical books comprehensively.
Drawing on concepts from sociolinguistics, including style-switching, code-switching, and
language ideology, I categorize such evidence and explain its significance with respect to its
literary and historical contexts. I thus contribute to wider debates on the sociolinguistics of
ancient Hebrew, the development of the concept of the “holy language” in Judaism, and the

topic of linguistic diversity in the broader ancient Near East.

I find that the notion of linguistic diversity is used in the Hebrew Bible to set up, and

also to challenge, boundaries of various kinds, be they territorial, as in the Shibboleth test
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(Judg 12:5-6), ethnic, as with the Judaean-Ashdodite children (Neh 13:23—4), or theological,
as in Jeremiah’s Aramaic oracle against idols (Jer 10:11). My analysis shows that references
to linguistic diversity are concentrated in texts of the Achaemenid Persian period and later,
reflecting changes in the sociolinguistic circumstances of Judaeans. Yet in all periods Israel
and Judah’s encounters with the empires Assyria, Babylonia, and Persia influenced attitudes
towards linguistic diversity, whether this influence be manifested in fear (Jer 5:15) or ridicule
(Esth 8:9). Overall, linguistic difference is not the primary means by which the biblical
authors distinguish Israel from the nations, nor do they attribute a unique religious function to

their own language.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

I. Overview

The subject of this dissertation is the recognition displayed in certain texts of the Hebrew
Bible of the diversity of the world’s languages. The speech of human beings is not
everywhere the same, but differs from place to place, by greater or lesser degrees. This
linguistic plurality is a ubiquitous and enduring reality, as biblical authors were aware, yet
their handling of it has yet not been fully or systematically examined by scholars. This
dissertation is an attempt to analyse patterns in the distribution of texts in various books of
the Hebrew Bible that make reference to linguistic diversity; to elucidate their functions in
their literary contexts; to examine the conceptions of the nature of language revealed in them:;
and to understand their relations to their historical settings. It will attempt to treat
comprehensively those texts which explicitly refer to linguistic diversity, and will consider

many other texts which make implicit reference to this fact.

Linguistic diversity takes many forms. One language differs from another, one dialect differs
from another, and one speaker’s use of some dialect differs from another’s. Naturally, then,
references to linguistic diversity take many related forms, including to the fact that one’s own
language differs from “foreign” languages and that one’s own language is itself not uniform.
I will be concerned with references to all such forms of linguistic diversity in the Hebrew
Bible. Since, however, the majority of texts that contain such references deal with the
difference between the authors’ own language and the languages of foreigners, references to

foreign language will constitute my main focus.



Explicit references to linguistic diversity occur in a variety of texts in the Hebrew Bible. The
most familiar and, arguably, most powerful case is the account of the building of the Tower
of Babel, and the frustration of this project by Yahweh, through the confusion of tongues and
the scattering of peoples throughout the world (Gen 11:1-9)." The influence of this short tale,
which grapples with a universal element of human experience with deep insight, on later
Jewish and Christian interpretation is difficult to estimate. But references to linguistic
diversity are also present in other familiar texts, such as the conflict between the Ephraimites
and the Gileadites (Judg 12)—which has given English the word “Shibboleth”—and the
Rabshakeh’s intimidating address in Hebrew, or rather “Judaean,” to the inhabitants of
Jerusalem, a memorable ancient use of psychological warfare (2 Kgs 18//Isa 36//2 Chr 32).
Examples of sensitivity to linguistic multiplicity that are more implicit also come in various
forms. Such a case is the curious presence of the Aramaic phrase Xm7a2 23, “heap of
witness,” in the speech of Laban in a Hebrew narrative (Gen 31:27). Likewise, the unusual
linguistic forms in Jethro’s speech are implicit indications of that character’s linguistic

otherness (Exod 18).

Because these and related passages are present in biblical texts of various genres from all
historical periods, an analysis of the depictions and conceptualizations of linguistic difference
contained in the Hebrew Bible must form part of our understanding of biblical history,
literature, and thought. This subject, therefore, merits careful study, which this dissertation
undertakes. Among the questions that will be addressed are: What role was linguistic
difference perceived to play in indicating or even establishing social distinctions (tribal,
ethnic, etc.)? What was the particular significance, if any, of the Hebrew language for the

biblical authors? Do references to linguistic diversity exhibit different forms and functions in

! Citations of the biblical books in this dissertation follow the chapter and verse numbering of the Hebrew text.



different genres of biblical literature? And what relationship can be discerned between

Israel’s changing historical circumstances and its attitudes towards foreign languages?

I'intend to show that, despite the diversity of the evidence and development over time,
implicit and explicit references to linguistic diversity constitute a persistent and pervasive
feature of the Hebrew Bible. These references address an overlapping set of problems tied to
some of the central concerns of the Hebrew Bible, and share a number of perspectives and
assumptions. In particular, I will demonstrate how these references in various ways reflect a
common conception of language as a marker of difference. I will argue that this notion of
language as an indicator of difference is often the key to understanding references to

linguistic diversity.

Given the universality of the experience of linguistic diversity, it is hoped that a study of the
biblical authors’ treatment of this topic will be interesting, instructive, and useful not merely
to practitioners of biblical studies, but to a broader audience of historians, linguists, and

literary scholars.

I1. History of Research

A great deal of research on the Hebrew Bible is concerned with language in the sense that it
takes as its focus the language of the Bible, be it from a historical, comparative, stylistic or
other perspective. Despite this fact, very little research has treated the topic of language in the
Hebrew Bible, that is, language as a subject matter per se, as mentioned, discussed,

commented and reflected upon in the biblical texts.



In modern times, discussion of this topic was initiated by Edward Ullendorff, who published
a short article in 1962 entitled “The Knowledge of Languages in the Old Testament.”?
Ullendorff was motivated in this study by what he regarded as two “astounding, but
apparently scarcely noticed, linguistic problems”: the “unusual polyglottal talents” of the
Assyrian Rabshakeh, who speaks n>77, “Judaean,” as well as, presumably, Aramaic and
Akkadian (2 Kgs 18//Isa 36); and the apparently easy communication between Israelites and
Philistines in the period of the Judges. In his consideration of these issues, Ullendorff was
prompted to point to a set of texts which displayed a conscious awareness of linguistic issues.
These include the biblical aetiology of linguistic diversity, the Tower of Babel episode (Gen
11:1-9); texts that make use of Aramaic (e.g., Jer 10:11); and texts that illustrate awareness
of diversity and unity within the language of the biblical authors, the 113 na, “language of
Canaan” (Isa 19:18). Overall, Ullendorff offers only tentative and suggestive answers to the

important questions raised by these texts, closing with a statement about the necessity of

further research into these matters.

In a subsequent article published in 1968, Ullendorff made reference to some of the same
texts in a general cross-cultural survey of expressions of the kind “it’s all Greek to me.”?
Ullendorff’s treatment of this topic ranges from ancient to modern languages from Europe
and Asia, including biblical and rabbinic evidence. In his discussion of the possible biblical
expressions that indicate a strange, unknown language, Ullendorff considered the verb 1v% (Ps
114:1) in biblical and later Hebrew; the phrase 1w/ 7233 oty *pny, “deep-lipped and heavy-

tongued” (Ezek 3:5-6; cf. Isa 33:19); and the language of Ashdod, n>717wx (Neh 13:24),

2 Edward Ullendorff, “The Knowledge of Languages in the Old Testament,” BJRL 44 (1961-2), 455-65.

? Edward Ullendorff, “C’est de I’hébreu pour moi!” JSS 13 (1968): 125-35. Ullendorff’s title makes use of the
French version of “it’s all Greek to me,” in which Hebrew is the paradigmatically unintelligible language.



concluding that the latter, as a non-Semitic language, is used as an exemplar of linguistic

4
strangeness.

In an article from 1980, Werner Weinberg offered an ordered presentation of texts in the

Hebrew Bible that display “language consciousness.”

This study included sections on
“language names and words for language,” “bilingualism and translation,” and “attitude
toward foreign languages,” thus assigning to categories the passages to which Ullendorff had
earlier pointed (though Weinberg cites neither of Ullendorff’s articles). In these sections, a
number of the texts to be discussed in this dissertation, such as prophetic passages which
speak of the unintelligible language of a foreign conqueror (e.g., Isa 28:11; Jer 5:15) were
listed. Weinberg’s interest was broader than Ullendorff’s, however, because he was
concerned with the treatment of linguistic issues beyond linguistic diversity. Thus Weinberg
has sections devoted to biblical references to phonetics, semantic change, speech deficiency,
and style and rhetoric. Weinberg’s article represents really a catalogue of passages, with only

brief interpretative comments offered. Beyond the categories in which he presents this

material, Weinberg does not attempt to relate these passages to one another.

This contrasts with the approach of Daniel Block, who, in 1984, examined biblical texts

mentioning foreign language in order to answer a particular question: What role did language
play in ancient Israelite perceptions of national identity?® Block was motivated to answer this
question because he took issue with what he saw as a prevailing assumption in approaches to

the history of the ancient Near East, namely that language may be treated “as the basic means

* Ullendorff’s identification of “Ashdodite” will be challenged in Chapter 6.

> Werner Weinberg, “Language Consciousness in the OT,” ZAW 92 (1980): 185-204. Repr. as “Language
Consciousness in the Hebrew Bible,” in Essays on Hebrew (ed. Paul Citrin; SFSHJ 46; Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1993), 51-73. Page references will be made to this later publication.

% Daniel I. Block, “The Role of Language in Ancient Israelite Perceptions of National Identity,” JBL 103 (1984):
321-40.



of distinguishing various ethnic units in the ancient Near East.”’

In determining whether this
held for ancient Israel and its neighbours, Block analysed the association between, on the one
hand, biblical language-names and words for language, and, on the other, words for and
names of people-groups. He also investigated texts which have an “antithetical” attitude
towards foreign language. Block found that “the Hebrews at least seemed to have recognized
a correlation between nations and their languages” but that “this does not mean that the
correspondence was one nation/one lalngualge.”8 More broadly, Block claimed that “the
importance of language as an indicator of kinship, especially for this region, should not be
overemphasized,” since in this area “language is less a function of nationality than of
geography.”9 Thus, Block advanced the discussion of the topic of linguistic diversity in the
Hebrew Bible by integrating a detailed study of many relevant passages into an argument for
a particular conclusion. Block also introduced relevant comparative Near Eastern materials

into this discussion. Akkadian, Sumerian, Egyptian, and Hittite sources were cited to provide

parallels and contrasts to the biblical evidence.

Since Block’s article appeared, no sustained treatment of linguistic diversity in the Hebrew
Bible has been published, but one other study may be mentioned. In 1999, David Aaron
investigated the place of Judaism’s “holy language,” ¥7p71 129, in Jewish tradition. In this
article, Aaron devoted several pages to the attitudes of the biblical authors towards their own
language.'” After discussing biblical names for Hebrew, and the association of Hebrew with

the patriarch Jacob in contrast to the Aramaic of Laban (Gen 31:47), Aaron draws a largely

"1Ibid., 322; the quotation is from Ignace J. Gelb, Hurrians and Subarians (SAOC 22; Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1944), vi.

¥ Block, “National Identity,” 339.
? Ibid., 338.

' David H. Aaron, “Judaism’s Holy Language,” in vol. 16 of Approaches to Ancient Judaism (ed. Jacob
Neusner; SFSHJ 209; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1999), 49-107, at 55-64.



negative conclusion about the biblical situation: “There is no discrete notion that Hebrew had
a unique value or purpose as will become the case in post-biblical eras . . . Hebrew during the

biblical eras of Israelite religion . . . is not yet Judaism’s language, let alone, a holy tongue.”"!

Independent of these treatments of ideas of linguistic diversity in the Hebrew Bible stands an
area of research which is nevertheless very relevant. Especially since Jonas Greenfield’s
article on “Aramaic Studies and the Bible” (1982), scholars have paid attention to deliberate
stylistic representations, on the part of biblical authors, of the foreign speech of certain
characters, through the use of unusual lexis and morphology (e.g., Laban in Gen 31). 21n
1988 Stephen Kaufman was the first to refer to this practice as “style-switching,” a term from
sociolinguistics (on which see further below)."® Gary Rendsburg and, more recently, Brian

Bompiani have shown particular interest in this topic."*

This review of previous research into biblical texts that raise issues of a linguistic nature
indicates that further study is justified on several grounds. Firstly, no extended analysis of
these texts has yet appeared, and no sustained attempt has been made to understand these
texts in relation to one another. Secondly, the articles of Ullendorff, Weinberg, and Block,
which have the broadest scope, do not take into account the phenomenon of style-switching

in biblical texts as a manifestation of the recognition of linguistic diversity. Ullendorff wrote,

" Ibid., 64.

12 Jonas C. Greenfield, “Aramaic Studies and the Bible,” in Congress Volume: Vienna 1980 (ed. John A.
Emerton; VT Sup 32; Leiden: Brill, 1981), 110-30, at 129-30.

" Stephen A. Kaufman, “The Classification of the North West Semitic Dialects of the Biblical Period and Some
Implications Thereof” Proceedings of the Ninth World Congress of Jewish Studies: Jerusalem, August 4—12,
1985, Panel Sessions Hebrew and Aramaic (ed. Moshe Bar-Asher; Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies,
1988), 41-57, at 55.

' See especially Gary A. Rendsburg, “Linguistic Variation and the ‘Foreign’ Factor in the Hebrew Bible,” I10S
15 (1995): 177-90; Brian A. Bompiani, “Style Switching: The Representation of the Speech of Foreigners in the
Hebrew Bible” (Ph.D. diss., Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, 2012). A revised portion of
this dissertation has been published in idem, “Style Switching in the Jacob and Laban Narrative” HS 55 (2014):
43-57.



for instance: “The languages of Israel’s neighbours . . . are not used to express the idea of
linguistic strangeness or eccentricity.”15 However, this appears to be precisely what several
instances of style-switching are designed to achieve. Thus it is important that style-switching
be integrated into the study of linguistic diversity in the Hebrew Bible. Finally, the research
so far conducted in this area does not reflect important developments in the study of ancient
Hebrew and ancient Israel. Block’s article appeared more than three decades ago, and is not
informed by methods from sociolinguistics, which have in recent years been fruitfully applied
to the study of ancient Hebrew (see below), and are extremely relevant to understanding the

study of attitudes towards linguistic diversity in the Hebrew Bible.

IT1. Methodological Considerations: Sociolinguistics

In addition to the standard philological tools employed in biblical criticism, in this study I
employ several concepts and principles drawn from sociolinguistics. This discipline usefully
provides categories for analysing certain references to linguistic diversity that are found in
the Hebrew Bible, and also offers a framework for relating these acknowledgements of
linguistic diversity to social circumstances in Israelite history. I shall outline here the chief
concerns and approaches of sociolinguistics, as well as some specific areas of relevance

within the discipline.

As Suzanne Romaine and Ronald Wardhaugh lay out in their introductions to this field,
sociolinguistics is a discipline within linguistics that studies the relationship between

language use and its social setting, and in particular how linguistic variation and change

15 Ullendorff, “C’est de I’hébreu,” 132.



relate to social factors.'® The fundamental principle motivating the sociolinguistic study of
language is that language use, variety, and change cannot be understood without thorough
consideration of the setting of language within a community of speakers. Indeed, William
Labov, a sociolinguistic pioneer, claimed that a separate name for this discipline was
inappropriate, “as it implies that there can be a successful linguistic theory or practice which

is not social.”!’

Sociolinguistics begins by studying how specific variants in language use (e.g., in lexis,
phonology, syntax, etc.) are distributed in a speech community. For instance, a variant may
primarily be found in the speech of people of a certain age or sex, or of those belonging to a
particular race or ethnicity, or of those who have a certain level of education or wealth.
Alternatively, a linguistic variant may be restricted to particular speech contexts, such as
formal speech, speech to a child, or written language. Through association with a particular
group or setting, a linguistic feature may come to indicate prestige or stigma; and much
variety in language use, and language change over time, can be related to speakers’ efforts to
avoid stigmatized linguistic features and seek prestigious ones. Linguistic variants that
regularly co-occur form language varieties of differing scales (styles, registers, sociolects,
and so on), the prestige of which is related to the position of their speakers in the speech

community.

Many important phenomena have been isolated and studied by sociolinguists. For instance,
“diglossia,” described particularly by Charles Ferguson and Joshua Fishman, is the co-
existence of two dialects or languages in one speech community, these two dialects/languages

occupying hierarchically distinguished social settings and functions (e.g., formal/informal,

' Ronald Wardhaugh, An Introduction to Sociolinguistics (5th ed.; Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 13-15; Suzanne
Romaine, Language in Society: An Introduction to Sociolinguistics (2d ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000), 67-75.

7 William Labov, Sociolinguistic Patterns (Philadelphia: University of Philadelphia Press, 1972), xiii.



written/spoken, religious/profane). 18 Diglossia of this kind exists, for example, in Arabic-
speaking societies, where Modern Standard (fusha) Arabic exists alongside a vernacular

Arabic dialect.

Other focuses of sociolinguistic research are the related phenomena of style-switching and
code-switching, which have been studied by many, including Carol Myers-Scotton, Penelope
Eckert and John Rickford. " During the course of a single conversation, speakers may switch
between two or more of the language varieties that are available in a speech community.
Those varieties may be distinct languages, in which case the practice is referred to as code-
switching, or they may be lesser varieties, in which case the term style-switching is used.
This switching has been shown by Myers-Scotton, Eckert, Rickford, and others, to be related
to contextual factors, such as audience and setting. In particular, it has been shown that
through code- and style-switching a speaker can project or suppress a certain identity,
because of the social value associated with particular language varieties, in order to achieve

desired effects.

A final subject of sociolinguistic research that I shall mention here is language ideology, a
notion developed in particular by Judith Irvine, Susan Gal, Kathryn Woolard, and Bambi
Schieffelin.”® A speech community may possess a developed and explicit set of beliefs about
particular linguistic features or language varieties. In these language (alternatively
“linguistic”) ideologies, social prestige or stigma is expressed in praise or censure of

particular words, pronunciations, and grammatical structures, or, in written language, of

'8 Charles A. Ferguson, “Diglossia,” Word 15 (1959): 326—40; Joshua A. Fishman, “Bilingualism with and
without Diglossia; Diglossia with and without Bilingualism,” JSI 23 (1967): 29-38.

1 Carol Myers-Scotton, Social Motivations for Codeswitching: Evidence from Africa (Oxford: Clarendon,
1993). Penelope Eckert and John R. Rickford (eds.), Style and Sociolinguistic Variation (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001).

% Judith T. Irvine and Susan Gal, “Language Ideology and Linguistic Differentiation,” in Regimes of Language:

Ideologies, Polities, and Identities (ed. Paul V. Kroskrity; Santa Fe, N.Mex.: School of America Research,
2000), 35-85; Kathryn A. Woolard and Bambi B. Schieffelin, “Language Ideology,” ARA 23 (1994): 55-82.
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particular writing systems, character forms, spellings, and punctuation. Moreover, the names
given to particular languages by some speech community (“glottonyms’) may be informed by
particular attitudes towards those languages and their speakers, and thus express a

community’s language ideology.

The relevance of these concepts and areas of research in sociolinguistics for understanding
references to linguistic diversity in the Hebrew Bible is manifest. Linguistic diversity is not
an abstract phenomenon, but an embodied social reality. References to linguistic diversity in
the Hebrew Bible reflect this, imbuing difference in language with social significance, be it in
distinguishing tribes (Judg 12:6), peoples (Gen 11:1-9), or communities of worship (Isa
19:18); in conveying loyalty or disloyalty (Neh 13:24); or in many other ways. In revealing
the nature of the connections between the social and the linguistic, sociolinguistics proves

extremely useful in investigating references to linguistic diversity in the Hebrew Bible.

IV. Contributions

I regard this study of attitudes towards linguistic diversity in the Hebrew Bible as adding to
ongoing discourses within three areas of research: 1) the broader project of a sociolinguistic
account of ancient Hebrew; 2) the study of references to and reflections upon the topic of
language and linguistic diversity more broadly in the ancient Near East, and; 3) the
investigation of Hebrew’s rise to prominence as the language of Jews and Judaism in the late
Second Temple period and rabbinic literature. The fact that this dissertation contributes to
these different fields of study indicates that the topic of attitudes towards linguistic diversity
in the Hebrew Bible exists at the intersection of important concerns in scholarship. In this

dissertation, I do not attempt to integrate my findings thoroughly into these large areas of
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study, but it is hoped that future research by myself or others will make use of my findings to

further these debates.

A. Sociolinguistics and the Study of the Hebrew Bible

A sociolinguistic account of ancient Hebrew has long been considered a desideratum.
Ullendorff encouraged scholars to “endeavour to shed more light on dialect geography and

the influence of social stratification on the Hebrew of Biblical times.”>!

In recent years, a
marked increase in such study is apparent, and several important contributions to that field

may be noted.

The methods, evidence, and motivations for a sociolinguistics of Hebrew were outlined by
William Schniedewind in 2004.%* Here we may note some of the unfortunately severe
limitations of such study that Schniedewind points out. For one thing, our knowledge of
ancient Hebrew is limited in various respects. Our only evidence of ancient Hebrew is
written, and thus, we cannot hope to construct a sociolinguistics of ancient Hebrew in
general, but rather only of the written language; moreover, this written corpus is fairly small,
and as a result cannot be expected to attest to nearly all of the features of the ancient
language, or do so in a representative fashion. Secondly, though it has increased steadily in
recent decades, our knowledge of the social history of ancient Israel is incomplete in
important areas. Archaeological and textual evidence can be used to reconstruct certain social
realities of ancient Israel (family life, settlement patterns, economic organization, religion,

and so on), but often only in general or broad terms; moreover our access to important yet

*! Ullendorff, “Knowledge of Languages,” 465.

* William M. Schniedewind, “Prolegomena for the Sociolinguistics of Classical Hebrew” JHebS 5 (2004), n.p.
(cited 20 March 2013; Online: http://www.jhsonline.org/).
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ephemeral social distinctions (e.g., gender, class, age) is inadequate. Finally, our ability to
relate the Hebrew language to particular social conditions is greatly hampered by the fact that
the texts of the Hebrew Bible often cannot be dated with certainty; indeed, they frequently

reflect a process of redaction that associates them with several historical periods.

But while, for these reasons, a sociolinguistic analysis of ancient Hebrew must be incomplete,
such an analysis is nonetheless valuable. Schniedewind himself has now produced “A Social
History of Hebrew” through to the rabbinic period.23 In this work, Schniedewind relies on the
work of scholars who have identified diversity and change in the language, such as dialectical
differences between Hebrew in the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, and the diachronically
distinct language varieties usually referred to as Archaic, Standard, and Late Biblical
Hebrew. More deliberately than previous scholars, Schniedewind links these linguistic
differences and changes to social factors, including state-formation and consolidation,
conquest and exile, and imperialism. In the process, Schniedewind is able to elaborate on the
ideological dimension of various aspects of language change in ancient Israel, including the
standardization of language and orthography, and in this respect, Schniedewind’s work
intersects with the project of Seth Sanders. Sanders has, in numerous studies, sought to
demonstrate a link between the emergence of an idea of Israelite nationhood, and a state-
sponsored spread of a standardized Hebrew vernacular alongside a standardized script for

.24
representing it.

* William M. Schniedewind, A Social History of Hebrew: Its Origins through the Rabbinic Period (ABRL;
New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013). This work has been thoroughly reviewed by Aaron Koller, who
points out some of its notable achievements, and some of its shortcomings, especially in the approach to Hebrew
scribal practices, and the application of sociolinguistic theory. See Aaron Koller, “Present and Future of the
Hebrew Past,” review of William M. Schniedewind, A Social History of Classical Hebrew. Marginalia Review
of Books 23 June 2015 (n.p.; online: http://marginalia.lareviewofbooks.org/present-and-future-of-the-hebrew-
past-by-aaron-koller/).

#Seth L. Sanders, The Invention of Hebrew (Traditions; Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2009); idem,
“What was the Alphabet For? The Rise of Written Vernaculars and the Making of Israelite National Literature,”
Maarav 11 (2004): 25-56.
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Other scholars have carried out notable research into the sociolinguistics of ancient Hebrew.
On the basis of supposedly colloquial expressions in the Hebrew Bible, Rendsburg has
argued that a situation of diglossia obtained in pre-exilic Israel, specifically, that a “high,”
variety of Hebrew existed for use in formal contexts, alongside a “low” colloquial variety
used in everyday speech.25 Rendsburg contends that the “high” variety is what has come
down to us in the Hebrew Bible as Standard Biblical Hebrew, while the “low” variety was
preserved for centuries as a spoken language, and is reflected in Mishnaic Hebrew.
Rendsburg’s thesis has not gained widespread acceptance, because there is insufficient
evidence that formal and colloquial Hebrew differed to such an extent as to justify the

9926

classification of “diglossia.””” However, Rendsburg’s work likely does demonstrate that

socially-indexed differences existed.

In addition, recent significant contributions to the study of sociolinguistic issues in ancient
Hebrew have been made by Francis Polak. Polak’s focuses include: diglossia and societal
bilingualism among the Judaeans of the Achaemenid period; distinct styles of written Hebrew
and their social contexts; the differences between the oral and the written language; and

sociocultural dynamics of dialogue and negotiation in ancient Hebrew.?’

The work of these scholars indicates the value of sociolinguistic approaches to the texts of the

Hebrew Bible, and this dissertation contributes to this wider discourse by advancing

* Gary A. Rendsburg, Diglossia in Ancient Hebrew (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1990).

* For specific critiques, see Scobie P. Smith, “The Question of Diglossia in Ancient Hebrew,” in Diglossia and
Other Topics in New Testament Linguistics (ed. Stanley E. Porter; JSNTSup 193; Studies in New Testament
Greek 6; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), 37-52; and Sverrir C)lafsson, “On Diglossia in Ancient
Hebrew and Its Graphic Representation,” FO 28 (1991): 193-205.

z See, among others, Frank H. Polak, “Parler de la langue: Labov, Fishman et I’histoire de I’hébreu biblique,”
Yod 18 (2013), n.p. (cited 19 September 2014; online: http://www.yod.revues.org); idem, “Forms of Talk in
Hebrew Biblical Narrative: Negotiations, Interaction, and Sociocultural Context,” in Literary Construction of
Identity in the Ancient World (ed. Hanna Liss and Manfred Oeming; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2010),
167-98; idem, “Sociolinguistics: A Key to the Typology and the Social Background of Biblical Hebrew,” HS 47
(2006): 115-62; idem, “The Oral and the Written: Syntax, Stylistics and the Development of Biblical Prose
Narrative,” JANES 26 (1998): 59-105.
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discussion of particular issues in the sociolinguistics of ancient Hebrew. In the case of style-
switching, for instance, I address in greater depth than previous researchers some significant
methodological difficulties in detecting its occurrence in the Hebrew Bible, and re-evaluate
the number of texts in which this device can be safely identified. In addition, this dissertation
significantly advances the study of ancient Israel’s language ideology, by focusing on biblical

attitudes towards linguistic diversity, and especially towards foreign languages.

B. The Topic of Language across the Ancient Near East

In the literatures of ancient Near Eastern cultures beyond Israel, references to linguistic
issues, including linguistic diversity, occur in various forms. And while, generally speaking,
this topic has been more often treated as a distinct area for study in Egyptology than in
Sumerology and Assyriology, yet in all three areas scholars have investigated ancient

attitudes towards language and languages.

The Egyptian situation has been laid out by Sami Uljas, building on earlier work by Sergio
Donadoni, Mario Liverani, and Serge Sauneron.”® The Tale of Sinuhe (perhaps dating from
the 19" century) vividly illustrates the linguistic difference of various peoples through the
experience of a single individual, while in the Hymn to Aten (14" century) the general
condition of linguistic diversity is attributed to the gods. The letters from Amarna attest to a

multilingual bureaucracy that carried out relations with Egypt’s close and distant neighbours

*¥ Sami Uljas, “Linguistic Consciousness,” UEE 2013 n.p.; Sergio Donadoni, “Gli Egiziani e le lingue degli
altri,” VO 3 (1980): 1-14; Mario Liverani, “Stereotipi della lingua ‘altra’ nell’ Asia anteriore antica,” VO 3
(1980): 15-31; Serge Sauneron, “La différenciation des langages d’apres la tradition Egyptienne,” BIFAO 60
(1960): 31-41.
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in forms of Akkadian in the 14™ century;29 but in other texts, the Egyptian language is
associated with Egyptian political superiority. For instance, in the inscriptions of Ramesses
101 (12 century), foreign captives are taught Egyptian and forget their native tongues.3 % Thus,
relations with foreign peoples naturally played a role in shaping Egyptian attitudes towards
foreign languages. In addition, the long history of the Egyptian literary tradition stimulated
recognition of linguistic issues. As later copyists were confronted with the archaisms of older
texts they gained an awareness of language change, although evidence of grammatical

conceptualization is slim.

In Mesopotamia, too, these two factors—scribal tradition and relations with foreign
peoples—played a role in the forms in which references to linguistic issues are attested. A
sophisticated degree of linguistic awareness, including in the areas of lexis and grammar, is
displayed in relation to the long history of a bilingual Akkadian-Sumerian scribal culture, as
has been pointed out by Wolfram von Soden, Dominque Charpin, Irving Finkel, and others.>!
This long history may have led to distinctive ideas about the unique nature of the relationship
between these two languages, and the possibility of translation between them, as has been

suggested by Aaron Shaffer and Stefano Seminara.™

2 See, for instance, Mario Liverani, “Political Lexicon and Political Ideologies in the Amarna Letters,” Berytus
31 (1983): 41-56; William L. Moran, “Some Reflections on Amarna Politics,” in Solving Riddles and Untying
Knots (ed. Ziony Zevit, Seymour Gitin and Michael Sokoloff; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1995), 559-72.

O KRI V: 91.6-7.

! Wolfram von Soden, Zweisprachigkeit in der geistigen Kultur Babyloniens (SOAW 235:1; Vienna: Bohlau,
1960); Dominique Charpin, Writing, Law, and Kingship in Old Babylonian Mesopotamia (trans. Jane Marie
Todd; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010); Irving Finkel, “Strange Byways in Cuneiform Writing,” in
The Idea of Writing: Play and Complexity (ed. Alex de Voogt and Irving Finkel; Leiden: Brill, 2010), 9-25.

32 Aaron Shaffer, “The Tower of Babel” (unpublished lecture; delivered at the University of California,
Berkeley; Yale University, New Haven; and elsewhere, 1977); manuscript kindly made available by Peter
Machinist. Stefano Seminara, “The Babylonian Science of the Translation and the Ideological Adjustment of the
Sumerian Text to the ‘Target Culture,’” in Ideologies as Intercultural Phenomena: Proceedings of the Third
Annual Symposium of the Assyrian and Babylonian Heritage Project, Held in Chicago, USA, October 2731,
2000 (ed. A. Panaino and G. Pettinato; Milan: Universita di Bologna, ISIAO, 2002), 245-55.
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In the “Spell of Nudimmud,” within the Sumerian epic Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta, the
origins of linguistic diversity appear to be assigned to an act of Enki, in a way that Samuel
Kramer related to the biblical Tower of Babel account.™ Elsewhere, language is highlighted
in relations with foreign peoples, especially in the Neo-Assyrian period. Carlo Zaccagnini has
discussed ethnic, including linguistic, aspects in the characterization of the enemies of Neo-
Assyria, and Peter Machinist has considered the ways in which Assyria was defined in Neo-
Assyrian royal inscriptions, making mention of the role that Assyrian Akkadian played in
Assyrian identity discourse.* The issue of the increasing use of Aramaic in Neo-Assyrian
internal and external affairs, explored notably by Hayim Tadmor, and more recently by
Martti Nissinen, Holger Gzella and others, explicitly surfaces in some texts, including Sargon
I’s angry letter berating an official for corresponding with him in Aramaic rather than

Akkadian.>

This dissertation allows us to place ancient Israel in this broader context, and to reflect upon
the similarities and differences in the forms of references towards linguistic diversity that are
found in the Hebrew Bible and these other literatures. I show that the particular
circumstances of the history of Israel, including invasion by more powerful nations and loss

of national sovereignty to an imperial power, have conditioned biblical attitudes towards

3 Samuel N. Kramer, “Man’s Golden Age: A Sumerian Parallel to Genesis XI. 1,” JAOS 63 (1943): 191-4; and
idem, “The ‘Babel of Tongues’: A Sumerian Version,” JAOS 88 (1968): 108-11.

** Carlo Zaccagnini, “The Enemy in the Neo-Assyrian Royal Inscriptions: The ‘Ethnographic’ Description,” in
vol. 2 of Mesopotamien und Seine Nachbarn: Politische und kulturelle Wechselbeziehungen im Alten
Vorderasien vom 4. bis 1. Jahrtausent v. Chr. (ed. Hans-Jorg Nissen and Joannes Renger; Berlin: Reimer,
1982), 409-424; Peter Machinist, “Assyrians on Assyria in the First Millenium B.C.,” in Anfdnge politischen
Denkens in de Antike: Die nahdstlichen Kulturen und die Griechen (ed. Kurt Raaflaub; Munich: Oldenbourg,
1993), 77-104.

3 CT 54 no. 10; see, for instance, Hayim Tadmor, “On the Role of Aramaic in the Assyrian Empire,” in Near
Eastern Studies Dedicated to H. I. H. Prince Takahito Mikasa on the Occasion of His Seventy-Fifth Birthday.
(ed. Masao Mori, Hideo Ogawa and Mamoru Yoshikawa; Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1991), 419-26.; Martti
Nissinen, “Outlook: Aramaeans Outside of Syria, I. Assyria,” in The Aramaeans in Ancient Syria (ed. Herbert
Niehr; HO 1.106; Leiden: Brill, 2014), 273-96; Holger Gzella, A Cultural History of Aramaic: From the
Beginnings to the Advent of Islam (HO 1.3; Leiden: Brill, 2015), 104-56.
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foreign languages. As a result it is to be expected that references to linguistic diversity in the
Hebrew Bible show some differences from those found in Egyptian and Mesopotamian

writings.

C. Hebrew’s Emerging Significance in the Late Second Temple Period and Beyond

In non-biblical Jewish literature of the late Second Temple period, an increasing number of
references to Hebrew can be found, and the ideas expressed about Hebrew in these references
differ significantly from those found in the Hebrew Bible. This sets apart this literature as a
subject of research distinct from the biblical books in the matter of linguistic diversity. This
holds despite the fact that in general, a sharp distinction should not be made, in historical
context and community of origin, between these corpora. Many of the attitudes expressed in
the late Second Temple period literature prefigure features of rabbinic language ideology, and

we may mention here the scholarly perspectives on certain of these texts.

2 Maccabees 7 contains an account of the brutal martyrdom of a Jewish woman and her seven
sons at the hands of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who were put to death for refusing to eat pork.
This story contains several references to the “ancestral [rtdtprog, mtotpdrog] language” of the
Jews (2 Macc 7:18, 21, 27), in which the martyrs exhort one another to die. Jan Willem van
Henten has shown that this most likely refers to Hebrew, and that the close association of this
language with the “ancestral customs” and “laws of the ancestors” given through Moses
indicates that the language possesses an ethnic and religious significalnce.3 % Moreover, the

emphasis on this language in the context of resistance to Antiochus gives Hebrew a political

%% Van Henten argues this on the grounds that 2 Macc was composed in Jerusalem during the Hasmonean
period, when Hebrew was used as a national cultural icon; and further that the only other serious candidate—
Aramaic—was a language used widely, so would not express the distinctive identity that seems to be in view
here. See Jan Willem van Henten, “The Ancestral Language of the Jews in 2 Maccabees,” in Hebrew Study from
Ezra to Ben-Yehuda (ed. William Horbury; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999), 53-68.
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importance. This is in keeping with the use of the Hebrew language and the Palaco-Hebrew
script, for instance on coinage, first in the late fourth century B.C.E., but especially later as
emblems of Jewish political sovereignty in Judea under the Hasmoneans,”’ the likely

compositional setting of 2 Maccabees.*®

In the prologue to the Greek translation of the Wisdom of Sirach (dated in the work to 132
B.C.E.), the translator remarks upon the unique expressive power of Hebrew in comparison
with other languages into which it might be translated (lines 21-22).%° In this text, Stefan
Schorch detects the first signs of the concept of the original, “ideal text,” and a reflection of
the debate about the relative status of a scriptural translation in comparison with that ideal
origina1.40 This debate is attested also in the Letter of Aristeas, and continues well into the

rabbinic period (e.g., m. Sotah 7), as Willem Smelik has documented.*'

In the Book of Jubilees (second century B.C.E.), Hebrew appears as the revealed “language of
creation” (Jub. 12.25-26). This phrase is normally taken to mean that Hebrew is the language
in which God created the world, since, as Milka Rubin has shown, this theme is well-attested
in rabbinic works (e.g., Gen. Rab. 18.4).** This language was the original tongue of all

humanity, forgotten at the confusion of man’s speech at Babel, and, at God’s command, it is

37 See, e.g., Kevin Butcher, “Numismatics in Roman Palestine,” OEBA, n.p.

38 See, e.g., Robert Doran, 2 Maccabees: A Critical Commentary (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), xv—
XX.

%% This text also contains the earliest reference to the language as Hebrew (Efpaioti); see Chapter 2 below.

%0 Stefan Schorch, “The Pre-Eminence of the Hebrew Language and the Emerging Concept of the ‘Ideal Text’ in
Late Second Temple Judaism,” in Studies in the Book of Ben Sira: Papers of the Third International Conference
on the Deuterocanonical Books, Shime ‘on Centre, Papa, Hungary, 18-20 May, 2006 (ed. Géza G. Xeravits and

Jézsef Zsengellér; JSISup 127; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 43—-54.

' Willem F. Smelik, Rabbis, Language and Translation in Late Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2013); idem, “Language Selection and the Holy Tongue in Early Rabbinic Literature,” in Interpretation,
Religion and Culture in Midrash and Beyond: Proceedings of the 2006 and 2007 SBL Midrash Sections (ed.
Lieve M. Teugels and Rivka Ulmer; JIC 6; Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias, 2008), 91-151.

> Milka Rubin, “The Language of Creation or the Primordial Language: A Case of Cultural Polemics in

Antiquity,” JJS 49 (1998): 306-33, at 309—17. So also Aaron, “Judaism’s Holy Language,” 73; Schorch, “Pre-
Eminence of the Hebrew Language,” 47.
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retaught to Abraham by an angel so that he might read texts written by his ancestors (Jub.
12.25-27). As Aaron notes, Jubilees thus imbues Hebrew with both a universal and a divine
significance, and also a particular significance for the Jewish people: Hebrew is first and
foremost the language of heaven, but on earth it serves to mark off Jews as Abraham’s heirs

and the people of God’s covenant.*

Similarly, the documents discovered at Qumran show a clear preference for Hebrew as the
language for composing religious works, which attests to an association of this language with
divine matters. Jonathan Campbell and William Schniedewind, following Chaim Rabin, have
written of the linguistic ideology contained in and revealed by this use of Hebrew, and in
particular in the use at Qumran of a form of that language which is very distinctive,
especially in 0rthography.44 Indeed, it is in a fragment from Qumran that the phrase W%
Unpa, “the holy language,” common in rabbinic literature, is first attested (4Q464), though it
is uncertain whether Hebrew is intended. In the Qumran fragment, this phrase is used
alongside 77172 79, the “purified speech” which, in Zeph 3:9, Yahweh will bestow upon all
the nations. The use of these two phrases together may suggest, as Esther Eshel and Michael
Stone have argued, that Hebrew is here imagined as the language that will one day be spoken
universally among mankind.*’ The origins of the phrase wW1pi1 W% are not clear, if we are to
look for an explanation beyond the simple fact that it was coined to designate Hebrew as “the

language of holiness, the holy language.” A fuller expression Xw7p N2 1w/, “the language of

# Aaron, “Judaism’s Holy Language,” 73.

* Jonathan Campbell, “Hebrew and Its Study at Qumran,” in Hebrew Study from Ezra to Ben-Yehuda (ed.
William Horbury; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999), 38-52; William M. Schniedewind, “Linguistic Ideology in
Qumran Hebrew,” in Diggers at the Well: Proceedings of a Third International Symposium on the Hebrew of
the Dead Sea Scrolls and Ben Sira (ed. Takamitsu Muraoka and John E. Elwolde; Brill: Leiden, 2000), 245-55;
Chaim Rabin, “The Historical Background of Qumran Hebrew,” in Aspects of the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. Chaim
Rabin and Yigael Yadin; ScrHier 4; Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1958), 144-61.

* Esther Eshel and Michael E. Stone, “The Holy Language at the End of Days in Light of a New Fragment
Found at Qumran,” Tarbiz 62 (1993): 169—77 [Hebrew]. Eshel and Stone note that a universal tongue of
humanity at the end of days is also envisaged in the Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs 25.3.
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the house of holiness,” attested in Targumic texts (e.g. Tg. Neof. to Gen 11:1), has suggested
to some that Wpi1 WY referred originally to the “language of the sanctuary,” the language in
which the Temple service was performed. Alternatively W12 may refer to Yahweh, Israel’s

Holy One.*®

This brief overview of attitudes towards Hebrew attested in late Second Temple period
literature demonstrates that many tenets of later rabbinic thought regarding Hebrew were
already in existence at this time—Hebrew as God’s language, and the language of creation;
Hebrew as the original language of humanity; Hebrew as the language of God’s people; etc.
Other themes that emerge later and form part of the language ideology of rabbinic Judaism
are the cosmic significance of the Hebrew alphabet and the unique role of Hebrew in
effective prayer and study, as Smelik and Bernard Spolsky have explored.47 Additionally, the
tradition of Hebrew as the “holy language” among the Samaritans has been examined by

Abraham Tal.*®

In this dissertation these attitudes towards Hebrew from the late Second Temple period and
beyond will occasionally be referred to in order to elucidate the biblical material, or show
how a particular biblical theme is related to one attested in later Judaism. However, the study
of these attitudes is a major area of research in itself, and therefore they will not be treated in
depth in this dissertation. The relationship of my study of attitudes towards linguistic
diversity in the Hebrew Bible to the study of these later attitudes towards Hebrew is as an

important backdrop to research. By examining the attitudes expressed in the texts considered

% See Aaron, “Judaism’s Holy Language,” 74-75.

4 Smelik, Rabbis, Language, and Translation; see also Bernard Spolsky, “Jewish Multilingualism in the First
Century: An Essay in Historical Sociolinguistics,” in Readings in the Sociology of Jewish Languages (ed.
Joshua A. Fishman; vol. 1 of Contributions to the Sociology of Jewish Languages; ed. Joshua A. Fishman; Brill:
Leiden, 1985), 35-50.

* Abraham Tal, “‘Hebrew Language’ and ‘Holy Tongue’ between Judea and Samaria,” in Samaria, Samarians,
Samaritans: Studies on Bible, History and Linguistics (ed. by J6zsef Zsengellér; SJ 66; StSa 6; Berlin: De
Gruyter, 2011), 187-201.
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authoritative by the communities among whom Hebrew became so highly regarded, we gain
a more sensitive understanding of the exegetical “raw materials” furnished by the Hebrew
Bible, and perhaps therefore of the origin of the later traditions. In particular, in my final
chapter, I shall specifically reflect upon what can be discerned about the attitudes of the

biblical authors towards their own language.

V. Plan of the Dissertation

Following the present introductory first chapter, the second chapter is concerned with the
terminology used to indicate linguistic diversity in the Hebrew Bible. I offer in it an analysis
of the semantic range of words meaning “language” in the Hebrew Bible, including the
synecdochic use of Hebrew 1% and Aramaic 1/ as “a linguistic community.” In light of
sociolinguistic observations on language-naming practices, the five names of particular
languages that are found in the Hebrew Bible are examined to see what distinctions they
assume or impose between peoples. These considerations allow me to address the question of
whether a distinction between language and dialect is recognized in the Hebrew Bible, and of

how closely peoplehood and language are associated in these texts, in theory and practice.

In Chapter 3, I continue to pursue the relationship between peoples and language, with
references to texts that describe the origins of linguistic diversity and those that may predict
future changes to the world’s linguistically diverse situation. The origins of linguistic
diversity are addressed, though a consideration of the Tower of Babel episode (Gen 11:1-9)
and the Table of Nations (Gen 10), in light of potentially relevant comparative material. I
investigate the presentation of linguistic and national diversity as closely linked in these texts.

I also assess Yahweh’s role in confusing the language of humanity in the Babel episode, and
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the story’s possibly negative evaluation of the world’s linguistically diverse condition. Next I
examine several prophetic texts that may predict a change in the world’s linguistic situation
in the future, and consider whether these suggest that Hebrew has a unique religious function.
Finally I discuss the issue of whether divine language, the speech of heaven, is distinguished

from terrestrial human language by the biblical authors.

The subject of the fourth chapter is style-switching in the Hebrew Bible. I give an overview
of sociolinguistic research into the switching of style, which will involve introducing some
distinctions in the forms that such switching takes, various factors that condition it, and the
numerous goals that it may be used to achieve. As noted above, several scholars have
detected the use of style-switching in the Hebrew Bible, and have attributed to it the purpose
of conveying the linguistic otherness of a foreign character or environment. I address the
significant methodological difficulties that confront us in attempting to detect the use of this
device in the Hebrew Bible, and apply a set of refined criteria for detection to several cases:
Gen 31, Exod 18, Num 23-24, Judg 12, Isa 21, and Ruth. These case studies reveal that the
device is less widespread than has been supposed, and that in some cases the device is used to
convey foreignness not, but other kinds of linguistic difference, such as archaism. I then
analyse the cases that may be considered secure to determine what they reveal about the
attitudes towards foreign language among the biblical authors, including the specific respects
in which the authors of these passages recognized that languages differ, and the possibility
that there is, as has been suggested, something distinctively Israelite, in the context of the
ancient Near East, about the use of style-switching in the Hebrew Bible to represent
foreignness; or that, conversely, style-switching is intended by the biblical authors who use it

to convey Israel’s distinctiveness.
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In Chapter 5 I consider two instances in particular in which code-switching is clearly at issue
in the Hebrew Bible, and is associated with a boundary dividing the Hebrew-speaking in-
group, Israel/Judah, from an Aramaic-speaking out-group. In Jer 10:11, a brief, carefully
worded Aramaic message against idolatry is embedded in a Hebrew context. I consider the
relevance of the author’s probable sociolinguistic context for determining the purpose(s) of
this code-switch. In particular, the likely social significance of Aramaic for the author and his
audience is explored. I next examine the reference to code-switching in the episode of the
Rabshakeh’s speech at the wall of Jerusalem (2 Kgs 18//Isa 36). Here, the Judaean officials’
request that the Rabshakeh code-switch from Judaean to Aramaic serves an important
structuring device in the narrative, and is carefully phrased to reflect the relations of power
between the participants. The question of the source of the Rabshakeh’s knowledge of
Hebrew will also be addressed. Finally, the omission of the reference to code-switching in the
parallel account to the Rabshakeh episode in 2 Chr 32 is addressed, and is seen to be closely
connected with the Chronicler’s goals in writing his history, and perhaps with his specific

sociolinguistic situation.

Chapter 6 examines a set of related passages, largely from prophetic literature, that concern
the invasion of Israel/Judah by an unnamed people who speak a foreign language. In Jer 5:15
and Deut 28:49 this prediction is stated most fully. It is alluded to in Isa 28:11, and
apparently a reversal of this prediction is found in Isa 33:19. In Ezek 3:5-6, the elements of
this prediction are redeveloped to convey a hypothetical situation. I argue that these passages
attest to a prophetic trope within ancient Israel, that of the “alloglot invader,” and I analyse
the key language used to express this trope, and the force and meaning of the prediction of
invasion by alloglots. A possible occurrence of this trope in narrative (the Rabshakeh
episode) is discussed at this point. After considering the relationship between the uses of the

trope in these various passages, I offer some observations concerning the history of this
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prophetic tradition in the Hebrew Bible. I then examine the similarities between the image
presented in these passages—a people who are both linguistically other and rapaciously

violent—and the Greek concept of barbarity.

The focus of the seventh chapter is references to foreign language in the books of Ezra-
Nehemiah, Esther, and Daniel; a single verse in Genesis 42 will also be discussed. Ezra-
Nehemiah, Esther, and Daniel reflect a related set of experiences and perspectives, stemming
from the postexilic (Achaemenid to Hellenistic) period in which the relationship between the
diasporic Judaean people, their former homeland, and their historic language is considerably
different from the relationship between these that had obtained in the kingdom of Judah
before its destruction. Relevant to our discussion, these books contain a disproportionately
high number of references to languages and linguistic issues, in comparison with the rest of
biblical literature. I examine the forms of references to linguistic diversity that appear in these
books. For one thing, several references to translation and interpretation occur, most
frequently in the context of the Persian imperial administration (e.g., Ezra 4:7; Esth 8:9). In
addition, the bilingual books of Ezra and Daniel vividly present the reality of linguistic
diversity, also in association with imperial administration; however, Aramaic plays quite a
different role in each book, as I demonstrate. Finally, I explore the suggestion of linguistic
nationalism that is contained in Nehemiah’s censure of Judaean men whose children spoke
Ashdodite rather than Judaean (Neh 13). I set these various forms of references to linguistic
diversity in the context of the new linguistic situation of Judaeans in the Persian period,

which appears to have involved widespread bilingualism.

In Chapter 8 I draw some conclusions from the research carried out in this dissertation. I
reflect upon the overall picture that emerges from the Hebrew Bible, through a consideration

of several issues: the diachronic distribution of references to linguistic diversity; the role of
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empire in shaping biblical attitudes towards foreign language; the biblical authors’ attitudes
towards their own language; and the general significance of linguistic diversity in the Hebrew
Bible. Finally, I shall indicate some desirable directions that future research on language in

the Hebrew Bible might take.
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Chapter 2

The Language of Languages in the Hebrew Bible

I. Introduction

The focus of this chapter is the terminology of linguistic diversity in the Hebrew Bible. First,
an analysis will be offered of the Hebrew and Aramaic words used for “a language” in the
Bible, nw/%, 179, and 7ot. The range of meanings of these words in the Hebrew Bible will be
explored, as will their use to denote “a language.” I shall then consider the five names of
languages mentioned in the Hebrew Bible, n>77°, “Judaean,” nnaR, “Aramaic,” nPTTUR,
“Ashdodite,” 11> notv, “language of Canaan,” and 2>72 W9, “language of the Chaldeans.”
Sociolinguistic considerations about language-naming practices will be brought to bear on

these biblical names. A word for unintelligible language, 1¥%, will also be examined.

Throughout these discussions, a related set of questions will be borne in mind: What
distinctions are associated with linguistic difference in the Hebrew Bible? What distinctions
are made between languages, and within them? What distinctions are made through
language? These questions will allow us to explore, in particular, two important issues: the
nature of the relationship between ethnic and linguistic diversity, between a people and its
language, that is assumed to exist in these texts; and the recognition (or lack thereof) in the
Hebrew Bible of a distinction between language and dialect—of varieties of languages that

differ in order of magnitude.
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II. Words Meaning “a Language” in the Hebrew Bible

Three terms are used in the Hebrew Bible with the meaning “a language,” in a total of
approximately 35 instances: Hebrew 1% (18 times) and 19 (10), and Aramaic /7 (7).1 This
section will examine the meaning and usage of these words, including their relation to one
another; their distribution in the Hebrew Bible; issues of language and peoplehood; and the

language/dialect distinction.

A. W5 (Heb.), “Tongue; Speech, Talk; a Language”

The word most commonly and widely used to indicate “a language” in the Hebrew Bible is
1iwY, lasén.” 1 shall here briefly outline the wide range of meanings of this word, before

focussing on its use to mean “a language.”

MY (fem.; pl. maw') has the anatomical meaning “tongue,” and is used in this sense in
reference to humans (e.g., Judges 7:5), animals (e.g., Exod 11:7), and, in one case, a divine
being (Isa 30:27). The word is most frequently used in contexts that invoke the tongue’s
function as an organ of speech, as in 2 Sam 23:2: “[Yahweh’s] word is upon my tongue [ 1091
N Hv]7; and Ps 12:4: “May Yahweh cut off . . . the tongue that makes great boasts [ W57

”3

m>73 n1271].”" The word can also refer to items that resemble tongues in shape (technically a

EEINT3

" English “language” has several meanings, including “a (particular) language,” “wording, phraseology”
(“poetic language”), the human faculty for speech (“language separates us from the animals”), and “profanity”
(see OED at “language,” definition 2e). In the discussion in this chapter, only the meaning “a (particular)
language” is examined in depth for the Hebrew and Aramaic terms.

? Transliterations of biblical Hebrew and Aramaic follow the conventions of the “academic style” outlined in
The SBL Handbook of Style: For Biblical Studies and Related Disciplines (ed. Billie Jean Collins; 2d ed.;
Atlanta: SBL, 2014), §5.1.1. The “general-purpose style” (§5.1.2) is used for transliterations of the names of
Hebrew letters and of vowels in the Tiberian system.

3 Unless otherwise stated, translations of the Hebrew Bible are taken from NRSV. Modifications to NRSV are
noted, except that NRSV’s “the LORD” is consistently changed to “Yahweh.”
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metaphorical semantic value), including bodies of water (bays or gulfs—Josh 15:2; Isa

11:15), bars of gold (Josh 7:21, 24), and flames (e.g., Isa 5:24).

In yet other cases, the reference is to what is produced by the bodily organ, that is, speech or
talk. Thus W% may be a particular act or acts of speech, as in Isa 3:8: “Judah has fallen,
because their talk and their deeds [2m2%v11 o1WY] are against Yahweh.” Furthermore, this
may be the ability to speak, or speech as a means of communication: “death and life are in the

power of language [/ 7°2]” (Prov 18:21).

Most commonly in this use as “speech,” N refers to some manner or kind of speech. In this
sense, MY is often used in the book of Proverbs in association with a noun denoting
falsehood or deceit ("pW, 77, 17) to indicate speech of a false nature, lying, as in Prov
21:6: “Getting treasures by false speech [Mp¥w 17/92] is fleeting vapour and a deadly snare.”
A specific nuance of N as “manner of speech” is the use of the word to indicate the
distinctive mode of speech of a particular community, a language.5 For instance, in Babylon
Daniel learns “the language of the Chaldeans [2°7> 1] (Dan 1:4). One particularly bad
type of speech, namely accusation, gossip or slander, may be indicated by 1% without
further qualification: “Do not let the slanderer [1¢% ©X] be established in the land” (Ps

140:12).

As Tamar Sovran points out, the use of W5 for “speech, talk” is (or originated as)
metonymy, “the act of referring to one thing by the name of a closely related thing or

notion.”® Thus, tongue, the organ associated with speech, acquires the meaning “speech.” In

4 NRSV modified. Similarly Prov 6:17; 12:19; 21:6; 26:28; Pss 52:5; 109:2; 120:2,3.

> The technical language or jargon belonging to a particular profession may be indicated by W in 2™1n5 NS,
“the language of the learned,” in Isa 50:4. This meaning is clearly attested for the Akkadian cognate /isanu, as in
lisan kuttimmi, “the (technical) language of the silversmith,” and /isan purkulli “the (technical) language of the
seal cutter”’; see CAD L 213b-214a.

® Tamar Sovran, “Metonymy and Synecdoche,” EHLL, n.p.
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poetic texts, which make use of imagery and ambiguity, it can be difficult to distinguish this
metonymic use of % from the anatomical meaning: “your tongue/speech is like a sharp

razor” (Ps 52:2).7

1. pv% as “a Language”

Out of a total of 117 occurrences of 1 in the Hebrew Bible, 18 (that is, roughly 15%)
clearly refer to “a langualge.”8 They are listed here for reference, since they will form the
basis of much discussion in this study. Many of these verses contain significant interpretative
difficulties. These are not remarked upon here, but will rather be discussed later on in this and

subsequent chapters as I analyse each passage throughout the dissertation:

1. Gen 10:5: “These are the descendants of Japheth in their lands, each with his own
language [1w9% ¥R], by their families, in their nations.”

2. Gen 10:20: “These are the descendants of Ham, by their families, their languages
[an1w59], their lands, and their nations.”

3. Gen 10:31: “These are the descendants of Shem, by their families, their languages
[an1w57], their lands, and their nations.”

4. Deut 28:49: “Yahweh will bring a nation from far away . . . a nation whose language
you do not understand [1w5 yawn 89 WK 2]

5. Isa28:11: “Truly, in a stammering speech and in a foreign language [nnX N921] he
will speak to this people’”

6. Isa33:19: “No longer will you see the fierce(?) people [1¥11 o¥], the people of an
obscure speech that you cannot comprehend, stammering in a language that you
cannot understand [72°2 7R WY v91].”

7. Isa 66:18: “For I know their works and their thoughts, and I am coming to gather all
the nations and languages [Maw/%m1 027 %5 DX yapo)” o

7 Block provides useful tables illustrating the distribution of the various meanings of Heb. 1%/ Aram. 12/, and
15 in the Hebrew Bible. Block, “National Identity,” 324-25.

¥ Other possible instances will be discussed below.

? NRSV modified.
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8. Jer 5:15: “I am going to bring upon you a nation from far away ... a nation whose
language you do not know [1w% ¥7n X2 "], nor can you understand what they say.”

9. Ezek 3:5: “For you are not sent to a people of obscure speech and difficult language
[17¢% >7221], but to the house of Israel”

10. Ezek 3:6: “not to many peoples of obscure speech and difficult language [} >7227],
whose words you cannot understand.”

11. Zech 8:23: “In those days ten men from all the languages of the nations [ Mw> o1
o171] shall take hold of a Judaean, . . . saying, ‘Let us go with you”"!

12. & 13. Esth 1:22: “he [King Ahasuerus] sent letters to all the royal provinces, to every
province according to its own script and to every people according to own language
[11w95 oy ay oK), declaring that every man should be master in his own house and
speak according to the language of his people [y 155 727m1].”

14. Esth 3:12: “an edict, according to all that Haman commanded, was written . . . to
every province according to its own script and every people according to its own
language [ oy an]”

15. & 16. Esth 8:9: “an edict was written, according to all that Mordecai commanded . . .
to every province according to its own script and to every people according to its own
language [1w2 oy o], and also to the Judaeans according to their script and their
language [onwom].”"2

17. Dan 1:4: “[the king commanded his palace master Ashpenaz to bring some of the
Israelites of the royal family and of the nobility], young men without physical defect
and handsome . . . and to teach them the literature and language of the Chaldeans
[2°73 ™ 790 oY) 3

18. Neh 13:24: “and half of their children spoke Ashdodite, and they could not speak
Judaean, but the language of various peoples [ay1 QV o,
2. Syntax

Some syntactical features of these uses of 1W% may be noted that will permit a comparison of

the range of use of this word with the use of 79t later on. In eight cases, 17> occurs with a

" NRSV modified.
" NRSV modified.
2 NRSV modified.
¥ NRSV modified.

4 NRSV modified.
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pronominal suffix. In four cases, W is the nomen regens in a construct chain, and in four
cases it is the nomen rectum. In nine cases a preposition is prefixed to W5 (most frequently
the kaf preposition, “according to” six times). In four cases, "% is the direct object of a verb,
while it is the subject in none. In twelve cases W is definite or is in a definite noun phrase.
The definite article is prefixed only once to 1W/%, and 1% is modified only once by an

adjective. 6

3. Semantic Considerations: Scale

The plural of W7 is a true plural, meaning “languages” (four cases), but the nature of the
distinction between languages is not clear from these passages. Specifically, it is not clear
from these passages how broad or narrow a W5 was for the biblical authors, or whether there
was a definite or consistent conception of the range of coverage of a "¢/9. That is, we cannot
tell from these passages alone whether 177 could refer both to a language and also to the
subdivision of a language that we would refer to as a dialect.'” Nor can we tell whether 11>
could refer to a language family, the larger class of which we say that individual languages
form a part. In most of these passages, the boundaries of a 7% seem to correspond to the
boundaries of a people or nation, expressed generally (3, a¥) or specifically (27171, 2°722).
But since the extents of peoples and nations are not uniform or consistent in Hebrew Bible, 18

the extent of a W/ is correspondingly vague. This issue will be considered further below,

15 Thirteen, if 2°7> in Dan 1:4 is taken as definite.

'® The adjectives in construct with 1% in Isa 33:19 and Ezek 3:5-6 describe this 17/, and in that sense they
modify it, but their gender and number are explained with reference to ay.

7 On the complicated issue of defining language and dialect, see Romaine, Language in Society, 1-18. More
important than the intrinsic size or scope of a language vs. a dialect seem to be their relational properties:
languages (can) consist of more than one dialect; and dialects are always part of some language.

'8 Thus v, for instance, can refer to Judah (1:5), all Israel (Exod 1:10) and even all of mankind (Gen 11:1). The
term apparently expresses relational properties about a group, rather than a property of magnitude.
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with reference to the names used for particular languages in the Hebrew Bible, and an
analysis of the Tower of Babel episode (Gen 11:1-9) and the Table of Nations (Gen 10) in

the next chapter.

4. n*5 as “Linguistic Community”

In at least one of the cases listed above, Isa 66:18, "2 cannot refer to a language per se: “I
am coming to gather all nations and languages [N1%%7 0237 93 PR 2p%]; and they shall come
and see my glory.”19 Languages are not physical realities that can be gathered, nor are they
subjects of sense perceptions that they could see Yahweh’s glory. Rather in this case W5
refers to the speakers of a language, that is, to a group bound by a common language, a
linguistic community. This is an instance of synecdoche—the reference to a thing by the
name for one of its parts or elements, and it is also attested for Aramaic %2 and Akkadian
lisanu.* In Isa 66, the linguistic dimension of these communities does not appear to be

emphasized, and "W appears to be simply a poetic parallel for *1.

In two other occurrences of Hebrew 11w/, the word may stand for the human speakers of a

language.

One of these cases is Zech 8:23: “In those days ten men from all the languages of the nations

[ Maw™ Hon oowiar 7awy] shall grasp the garment of a Judaean man, saying, ‘Let us go

”’21

with you, for we have heard that God is with you. The phrase “ten men from all the

languages of the nations” is slightly awkward; it is more natural to say that one belongs to or

" Joseph Blenkinsopp classifies the use of this pair as hendiadys, translating “nations of every tongue”; Joseph
Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66 (AB; New York: Doubleday, 2003), 310.

% See the discussion of Aramaic 1w below.

2L NRSV modified.
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comes from a nation, a people, or a land, and not a system of communication. Generally
translators and commentators obviate this awkwardness by reversing the order of the
elements of this phrase in English: “from nations of every language” (NRSV); “nations of all
tongues” (Carol and Eric Meyers)22 “from every nation of every tongue” (David Petersen); >
“from nations of every tongue” (NJPS). Meyers and Meyers probably speak for most
interpreters when they write that “the construct form here [i.e., 237 maw'; CP] surely

»24 This must

denotes those foreign nations outside Israel/Yehud that speak other languages.
be correct, generally speaking, but it is imprecise; it does not sufficiently explain the

apparently peculiar function of the constituent elements of the phrase o”7 maws.

b

This difficulty can, however, be alleviated if M is interpreted as “linguistic communities,’
since a person may be said to belong to or come from such a group: thus, “ten men from all
the linguistic communities of [among, in] the nations.” This distinction may seem somewhat
trivial, but it is right to be wary of conflating the concepts of nation and linguistic
community, as indeed Meyers and Meyers recognize with reference to this verse: “Insofar as
language is a cultural phenomenon, this expression adds a nonpolitical dimension to the
inherently political connotation of ‘nation.””% Linguistic community and nation are certainly
related categories, but it remains to be seen below how closely they are in fact related in the

eyes of the biblical authors.

** Carol L. Meyers and Eric M. Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1-8 (AB; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1987),
440.

2 David L. Petersen, Haggai and Zechariah 1-8: A Commentary (OTL; London: SCM, 1984), 318.
* Meyers and Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1-8, 441.

5 1bid., 441.
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In one other case, Ezek 36:3, the meaning “linguistic community” has been discerned for
MY, by Yael Landman, following the NJPS translation of this verse.?® In Ezekiel 36:3,
Yahweh tells Israel that he will punish its neighbouring nations “because they made you
desolate indeed, and crushed you from all sides, so that you became the possession of the rest
of the nations, and you became the ‘lip of tongue’ and slander among the people [ nat 2 12ym

oy nam o).

The phrase 1% natv is unique in the Hebrew Bible,*® but according to the standard
interpretation among commentators it means “slanderous speech.”* Here, 115t is understood
to carry its common meaning “speech.” This “speech” is of the nature of W%, understood as
gossip or slander in light of 727, “defamation.” As was noted above, “slander” is a not

infrequent meaning of NY>.

However, in the interpretation of the NJPS translation, referred to by Yael Lalndrnan,30 i,
here may mean “linguistic community”: “you have become the butt of gossip in every
language and of the jibes from every people.” The sense of the translation “in every

language” appears to be “among every linguistic community.” The motivation for this

interpretation is a perceived parallelism between the phrases W% nat and ay na7: since oy

*% Yael Landman, “On Lips and Tongues in Ancient Hebrew: A Semantic Analysis” (paper presented at the
annual national meeting of SBL; San Diego, Ca.; 23 November 2014).

2 The interpretation of Y2vn is difficult, perhaps “were mentioned”’; see Moshe Greenberg, Ezekiel 21-37 (AB;
New York: Doubleday, 1997), 711.

*¥ Block mistakenly claims that it appears also in Job 12:20; Block, “National Identity,” 324. This mistake
appears to have arisen from a misreading of the BDB entry for 715%, in which a reference to Job 12:20 follows a
quotation of Ezek 36:3; see BDB 973b.

» So, e.g., G. A. Cooke, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Ezekiel (2 vols.; ICC;
Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1937), 386; Walther Eichrodt, Ezekiel: A Commentary (OTL; Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1970), 488; Greenberg, Ezekiel 21-37, 711. Block’s interpretation of the phrase W% no as “the
ability to speak” is quite unintelligible in the context of Ezek 36:3; Block, ‘“National Identity,” 324.

3 .
° Landman, “Lips and Tongues.”
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and 1% appear to correspond, the thinking is that we should seek a meaning of 1w similar

to that of “people.” Hence, perhaps 1W% means “linguistic community.”

However, it is apparent that the two phrases are not exactly parallel. For while ¢/ might
correspond with 2y in the sense of a people group, 5% does not correspond to 7127. That is,
mot, unlike 129, does not mean “slander, gossip” in biblical (or Mishnaic) Hebrew, but
rather, more neutrally, “speech, talk.” Thus the sense of 2% not as “the speech/talk of a
linguistic community” does not closely match av n27, which tells against an interpretation of
the two phrases as a parallelism expressing a related idea, if 17 is taken to mean “a

»31 Nevertheless, it is possible that in this case 1w now, the neutral

linguistic community.
“speech of a linguistic community” is specified by 7127: that “speech” is specifically speech of

a slanderous kind. This interpretation retains the apparent parallelism of 1"¢/? and 2V in this

VErse.

It is does not seem possible, therefore to determine whether 1722 in this verse means
“linguistic community,” or whether the more usual interpretation “slander” (in “speech of
slander™) is preferable. Consequently, it does not seem prudent to count this verse among

references to linguistic diversity in the Hebrew Bible.

5. % as “a Language”: Uncertain Cases

Three cases (Ps 55:10; Prov 6:24; Ecc 10:11;) in which the meaning of 1% as “a language”

is disputed may now be considered.

*! It might also be mentioned that, unlike in Ezek 36:3, in the two other instances in which Hebrew 11w/ appears
to mean “linguistic community” just discussed, the word occurs in the plural, as do the Akkadian and Aramaic
words in a significant majority of the pertinent cases; see below.
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1.“Split, Swallow their Tongue”: Psalm 55:10

In Ps 55, a lamenter describes his treatment at the hands of wicked enemies, and asks God to
intercede. The wording of Ps 55:10 has suggested to Block that W7 is used in this psalm in

the sense of “a language,” although beyond detecting this meaning here, Block does not offer
an interpretation of its meaning: “Swallow up, my Lord, split their tongue/language [ J78 ¥72

oy 298]; for I see violence and strife in the city.”3 2

The value of 1% here is uncertain in part because the verb 375, apparently meaning “to
divide,” is rare, occurring only two other times in the Hebrew Bible. Its meaning in Gen
10:25 1s unclealr,3 3 and in Job 38:25 the verb refers to making channels for water, in
accordance with the meaning of the more common noun 379, “channel, watercourse.” Hans-
Joachim Kraus declares this verse corrupt and proposes major emendations.”* However, an
interpretation is available in light of the meaning of ¥22 in this verse, if we assume that 375
here means “to split, divide,” and 17> has the meaning “speech.” In Ps 55:10, the verb v¥22
appears in the Piel; in this stem, this verb can mean “confuse, confound.”” The verb’s object
be also be 1%, and this “confusing” of the 1 would express the idea of rendering the

enemies’ communication ineffective. Similarly, the division of the enemies’ speech indicated

2 NRSV modified; Block, “National Identity,” 323 n. 10.

3 See the discussion of the Table of Nations in the next chapter. Any connection that may be discerned between
this psalm and the Tower of Babel events (Gen 11:1-9) is indirect and secondary, arising from an association
worked out in the history of interpretation of Gen 10:25.

** Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalms 1-59: A Commentary (trans. Hilton C. Oswald; Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1988),
519. Mitchell Dahood proposes an anatomical meaning for “tongue” here, comparing the imagery of this verse
to Ps 3:8: “For you strike all my enemies on the cheek; you break the teeth of the wicked.” God’s destroying of
the enemies’ (anatomical) tongues would deprive them of speech, and thus their ability to slander him and
conspire against him (Ps 55:13); Mitchell Dahood, Psalms (3 vols.; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1966-1970),
2:33.The analogy is not especially close, however.

* BDB at ¥%2, 118a. The meaning “confuse” is not attested for the Pual or Niphal, which rather mean “to be
swallowed up.”
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by 295 could refer to creating discord in their counsel (so BDB interprets 375 here),*® thus

“Confuse, O Lord, divide their speech.”3 7

In any case, the meaning “a (particular) language” for 1"¢"? does not seem to fit the context.
The psalm contains no indication that the enemies speak a language other than that of the
psalmist. In fact, the psalmist emphasizes that he has previously had a very close relationship
with one who now persecutes him (vv. 14-15). Thus 1% is better interpreted as “tongue”

and/or “speech” in Ps 55:10.

ii. “Smoothness of a Foreign Tongue”: Prov 6:24

The phrase 172723 "7 in MT Prov 6:24 should also be mentioned. The description of a tongue
as “foreign” here might suggest that 72 means “a language.” Now, sense can be given to
“the smoothness [np%n] of a foreign language”; after all, we frequently evaluate certain
languages as seductive, passionate, mellifluous, and so on, and this meaning might be at play
since the subject of this passage is the risk involved in adultery (vv. 24-35). However, in line
with the Peshitta, Vulgate, and Targum, it seems best to emend MT’s 175 (absolute) to 179
(construct), so that the phrase reads “the smoothness of a foreign woman’s tongue.” The
phrase then refers to the seductive talk of a would-be adulteress.*® Proverbs 5:3 provides a
close parallel to this interpretation: “the lips of a strange woman [777 *no®] drip honey.” A

reference to foreign language is (probably) not, therefore, to be found in Prov 6:24.

* BDB 118a.

37 This reference to “dividing” speech might suggest a similarity to the Tower of Babel episode (Gen 11:1-9), in
which case ¥22 could be a case of wordplay on 271 in that episode. As I discuss in Chapter 3, however, although
the languages of the earth do end up divided after the Tower of Babel account, “division” is not emphasized in
that account, and it is not expressed through 792, “mix, confuse.”

¥ So, for instance, Nancy Nam Hoon Tan, The “Foreignness” of the Foreign Woman in Proverbs 1-9 (BZAW
381; Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008), 94-95.
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iii.“Master of the Tongue”: Ecc 10:11

A possible use of 179 with the meaning “a language” is found in Ecclesiastes 10:11: “If the
snake bites before it is charmed [wn% ®122], there is no advantage for the master of the tongue
[ ¥a% 1 1], The thrust of this proverbial statement is apparently to indicate that
human action often contains within it the undoing of its intended purpose (cf. vv. 8-10). In
any case, it is clear that W57 9¥2 is a way of referring a snake charmer, though C. L. Seow
points out that this phrase is unique in the Hebrew Bible (snake charmers being referred to
otherwise in Hebrew as wn>n, “whisperer” [e.g., Ps 58:6], and 12n “binder [of spells]” [e.g.,

Sir 12:13]).%

If 1791 Hva refers to the trained snake charmer, then, it is likely that Yv2 here is used in the
sense “one skilled in, one with mastery/control of.” But in which tongue is the charmer
skilled? Seow considers, but rejects, the possibility that this is the snake’s tongue conceived
of as a source of poison or harm, as it is in Job 20:16. We may also compare Yahweh’s
binding of Leviathan’s dangerous tongue in Job 40:25. Seow considers it more likely,
however, that in "W217 %v3, “the reference is to the charmer as an expert of incantations.”*' He
points out that Akkadian /isanu can be used of spells and prayers, and also notes a structural
(though not semantic) parallel in Akkadian bé/ lisani, “one who knows a foreign language,”
found in Standard Babylonian and Neo—Assyrian.42 The incantations known to the charmer

would be those that enchant the snake and render it harmless.

¥ NRSV modified.
% Choon-Leong Seow, Ecclesiastes (AB; New York: Doubleday, 1997), 318.
* CAD L, lisanu, 209a-215a, at 211b.

2 CAD L, bél lisani, 215a-b.
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Seow’s interpretation is possible, although in biblical and later Hebrew 1% does not carry
the meaning “spell, incantation.”* But because of the the exactness of parallel, Akkadian bél
lisani deserves further consideration. In this phrase, lisanu does not refer to spells, but to
language, with the whole meaning “one skilled in some language, someone who knows a

2

particular language. * For instance, in Prism texts of Ashurbanipal, we read of a rider who
visits the Assyrian court, apparently sent by King Gyges of Lydia: of “all the languages of
East and of West, over which the god Ashur has given me [Ashurbanipal] control, there was
no [speaker] of his tongue [beél lisaniSu ul ibsima]. His language was foreign, so that his
words were not understood.”* As Cogan and Tadmor note, the function of this encounter is
to emphasize Ashurbanipal’s broadening of the horizons of Assyrian influence and contact

(although clearly Ashurbanipal does not have control over Lydia, or its [non-Semitic]

language.)46

A corresponding interpretation of Hebrew 1w/%i1 %v2 in Ecc 10:11 makes good sense: the
charmer is “one skilled in the language” of snakes, at the very least in the metaphorical sense
that he makes the same sibilant, whispering noises (¥r?) made by a snake. Furthermore it
may be that this whispering is conceived of as a system of communication between the

charmer and the snake, and thus literally a language, which allows the charmer to exert

3 See Jastrow N 720a.
* CAD L, bél lisani, 215a-b.

* The text and translation are found in Mordechai Cogan and Hayim Tadmor, “Gyges and Ashurbanipal: A
Study in Literary Transmission,” Or 46 (1977): 65-85, at 68. Cogan and Tadmor translate bé! lisani as
“interpreter,” which is surely the function that this individual is intended to perform in this context. However,
“interpreter, dragoman” (Akkadian targumannu) conveys a specific piece of information not clearly indicated in
bél lisant, namely, mastery of two languages. I have therefore translated beél lisani here as “speaker of a
language,” in line with CAD L, bél lisani, 215a-b. On the figure of the dragoman in the ancient Near East, see
Ignace J. Gelb, “The Word for Dragoman in the Ancient Near East,” Glossa 2 (1968): 93—104.

* Cogan and Tadmor, “Gyges and Ashurbanipal,” 73-75.
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influence over the animal.*’ Elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, of course, communication

between a snake and a human is depicted (Gen 3:1-5).

Thus the interpretation of 17217 Hv2 as “one skilled in some language, one who speaks some
language” works well in Ecc 10:11, and we therefore have reason to add this phrase to the
terminology for matters relating to foreign language of the biblical authors. The particular
language referred to here, however, is a beastly, and not a human one, so it will not play a
further role in my investigation of the attitudes of the biblical authors to the diversity of

human language.

6. n5: Distribution and Diachronic Considerations

We are now in a position to remark upon the distribution of 7% with the meaning “a
language” in the biblical corpus. W57 as “a language” occurs in texts of various genres
(narrative, prophecy, wisdom), but is most commonly found in two corpora: prophetic
literature (Isa, Ezek, Jer, Zech), and literature of postexilic imperial courtly and
administrative life (Dan, Neh, Esther). There are only two texts in the Pentateuch (Gen 10,
Deut 28) in which 1w/ as “a language” occurs, and W5 in this meaning is entirely absent
from Josh—Kgs (the Deuteronomistic History), and the extended poetic books (Psalms,

Proverbs, and Job).

This distribution does not strongly indicate any significant diachronic information about the
semantic value of 1% in biblical Hebrew. The attestations in Daniel, Esther, and Nehemiah

make it clear that 17> as “a language” is well-established in Late Biblical Hebrew. In

*"In the Harry Potter series, the language of snakes, which is known to some humans, is called “parseltongue,”
and its speakers “parselmouths.” I am grateful to Jan Joosten for the comparison (private communication).
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addition, this meaning of 1W? is rare in the corpus considered definitive of Standard Biblical
Hebrew, Gen—Kgs. But the attestations in Gen, Deut, Isa, Jer (and Ezek) suggest that W/ as
“a language” was not only found in Hebrew of the postexilic period.48 The two occurrences
of the meaning “linguistic community” are in securely postexilic texts (Isa 66:18; Zech 8:23),

and it is possible that Aramaic 1> has influenced Hebrew in this regard.

B. W% (Aram.), “Linguistic Community”

In the Aramaic of the Bible, 1%/, lissan, occurs seven times. All seven occurrences are in the
book of Daniel, in variations of the phrase X21%/7) X8 X0y 73, “all peoples, nations, and
languages” (Dan 3:4, 7, 29, 31; 5:19; 6:26; 7:14).49 The use alongside words for people
groups, X and oy, clearly shows that J&/% is being used in the synecdochic sense of

“linguistic communities.”

In Old and Imperial Aramaic, 7> is attested only with the meanings “tongue” and, in the
instructional portion of Ahigar, as “speech,” in sayings reminiscent of the use of W5 in
Proverbs.”™ In later Jewish Aramaic, the meaning “a language” is attested,”’ and it is
reasonable to believe the word, like the Akkadian and Hebrew cognates, had this valence in
earlier stages of the language. Indeed the meaning “linguistic community” is dependent or

derivative from the meaning “language.”

* In the very small poetic corpus of Archaic Biblical Hebrew, the word 11w/, with any meaning, does not occur
at all, but no significance may be drawn from this fact. The standard list of chapters belonging to this corpus is
given in, for instance, Saénz-Badillos: Gen 49; Exod 15; Deut 32, 33; Num 23-24; and Judg 5; Angel Saénz-
Badillos, A History of the Hebrew Language (trans. John E. Elwolde; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1993), 56-62.

# 95 is absent at 3:4. The words are sg. in 3:29.
* DNWSI at I5n, 584-85.

>! Jastrow at T, 710a—b.
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Among cognate languages, we may note that Akkadian /isanu can also be used to indicate “a
linguistic community,” as well as “an individual who speaks some language.”52 Both
meanings are attested from Old Babylonian on, and the meaning “linguistic community” for
lisanu is found in royal titulature, apparently for the first time, in reference to the
Achaemenid kings Darius I and Xerxes I: Sar naphar lisani gabbi, “king of absolutely every

linguistic community.” Such rhetoric may be reflected in Daniel’s use of 1&/% in this sense.’

C. 7o (Heb.), “Lip; Speech; Language”

The word 79, sapah, is also used to indicate “a language” in the Hebrew Bible, though less
commonly or widely than "%%. As before, I shall briefly outline the wide range of meanings

of this word, before considering its use as “a language.”

15 (dual: 2°ndw; pl.: Mndw [rare]) has the anatomical meaning “lip,” chiefly of humans (e.g.,
2 Kgs 19:28), but twice also of a divine being (Isa 11:4; 30:27). The lips’ function as organs
of speech is most often in view in the use of 715% in the Hebrew Bible., as in Ps 34:15: “Keep
your tongue from evil, and your lips from speaking deceit [ 9272 7no1].” In this usage,
the dual is much more common than the singular. In a common usage (technically
metaphorical), 75 in the singular means “edge,” and is applied to furniture (Ezek 43:13),
vessels (“rim, brim,” 1 Kgs 7:23), garments (“hem,” Exod 26:4), territory (“border,” Judg
7:22), and in, particular, watercourses or bodies of water (“shore, bank,” Gen 22:17, Gen

41:3).

52 CAD L 214a.

>3 See further in Chapter 7.
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75 can, by metonymy, indicate the product of the lips, speech or talk, most often referring to
a manner of speech, be it good (e.g., 7M112 7dW, “purified speech,” Zeph 3:9) or, more
usually, evil (e.g., ¥ *naw, “false speech,” Prov 12:22). Again, in this usage, the dual is
much more common than the singular. This may also be the distinctive manner of speech of a
particular ethnic or territorial group, that is, a language, as in “the language of Canaan [ na@
w1d]” (Isa 19:18). 75 may also refer to the ability to speak, as in Job 12:20: “[ Yahweh]
deprives of speech those who are trusted [2°1a817 15t 7°on].” In legal usage °nsw (especially
o noiw1) refers to a statement made “in speech,” that is, aloud, orally, which may thus be
considered binding (Lev 5:4; Num 30:7,9) or constitute grounds for punishment (Job 2:10;

Prov 12:13).

1. 752 as “a Language”

Of a total of 176 occurrences of 75% in the Hebrew Bible, 5% appears to mean “a language”
in ten cases, roughly 5.7%. Again, interpretative difficulties in these verses are not indicated

here, and will be dealt with later in this and subsequent chapters:

1. Gen 11:1: “Now the whole earth had one language [nnX 75%] and the same(?) words.”

2. Gen 11:6: “And Yahweh said, ‘Look, they are one people, and they have all one
language [295% nnx mow].”

3. & 4. Gen 11:7: “Come, let us go down, and confuse their language there [ o¥ 7221
anaw], so that they will not understand one another’s language [17y7 naw w’*x].”s“

5. Gen 11:9: “Therefore it was called Babel, because there Yahweh confused the
language of all the earth [yIx7 93 noi].”

6. Isa 19:18: “On that day there will be five cities in the land of Egypt that speak the
language of Canaan [7¥12 no] and swear allegiance to Yahweh of hosts.”

3 NRSV modified.
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7. Isa28:11: “Truly, in a stammering speech [19% *3w72] and in a foreign language he
will speak to this people.”’

8. Isa33:19: “No longer will you see the fierce(?) people [T¥11 av], the people of a speech
too obscure to comprehend [¥1Wn 751 “pny av], stammering in a language that you
cannot understand.”

9. Ezek 3:5: “For you are not sent to a people of obscure speech [715% *pny ov] and
difficult language, but to the house of Israel.”

10. Ezek 3:6: “not to many peoples of obscure speech [15% *pny 0°27 o1y and difficult
language, whose words you cannot understand.”

2. Syntax

79 never occurs in the dual or plural with the meaning “a language.” In one case 5% occurs
with a pronominal suffix. In three cases it is the nomen regens of a construct chain, and in
four it is the nomen rectum (three times in the phrase 5% *pny). In no cases is a preposition
prefixed to 7ot In four cases, 7ot is the direct object of a verb, and it is the subject in one.®
In four cases 5% is definite or part of a definite noun phrase, though it never occurs with the

definite article. 715% is modified twice by an adjective.

From this we see that, in two respects, the usage of 79% stands out from that of 17%. Firstly,
whereas W% is commonly used with prepositions, 5% is not. In particular, we do not find
79 used in phrases of the kind “according to the language of each,” which were fairly
common for 1W%. Secondly, whereas the plural nv™ indicated several languages, the plural
(or dual) of 715% is not attested in this meaning. This may, however, merely be an accident of
preservation. In Genesis 11:7, for instance, 7¥1 no vK, “each other’s language,” seems to
imply that many 775 ‘s came to be spoken at Babel; cf. 11w/5% v, “each with their own

language,” Gen 10:5.

3 NRSV modified.

% It is apparently a subject complement in Gen 11:1; see the section on the Tower of Babel below.
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3. Semantic Considerations

In the ten cases listed, the meaning “a language” for 15% is suggested for a number of
reasons. In several cases, 79% is used in parallel with 172 in this sense (Isa 28:11; 33:19;
Ezek 3:5-6; always as the first element of the pair).57 In Isa 19:18, the name of a region,
Canaan, is given which prompts us to understand 719% as “a language.” And in Gen 11:1-9, as
in Isa 33:19 and Ezek 3:5-6, a people or nation is closely associated with a particular 75w,

thus suggesting “a lalnguage.”58

Once again, however, the scope of “a language” on the dialect-language-language family
scale is not readily apparent from these uses. Nevertheless, Christoph Uehlinger has proposed
that 7ot indicates a language on a greater order of magnitude than N%; thus if 7o were
“language,” then 1% would be “dialect”: 75% “bezeichnet . . . nicht eine Sprache im Sinne
eines Idioms oder gar Dialekts . . . sondern eine Sprachfamilie.”59 The evidence Uehlinger
uses in support of this suggestion is Isa 19:18, in which ¥13 no indicates the “language of
Canaan” of which 1, “Judaean,” presumably considered a 1w (cf. Esth 8:9), is a

subdivision.

Now, this explanation of the relationship between “the language of Canaan” and “Judaean” is
likely true.® But that does not mean that this is expressed by the semantic value of 75%. In
fact, this single usage cannot support such a reconstruction of the relationship in meaning

between 17 and 1o, and in uses of these words together, no contrast may be detected. Thus

> 1w and 79t also commonly occur in parallel outside this usage; see Block, “National Identity,” 324.

> See the discussion of the Tower of Babel episode below for some scholars’ objections to understanding 75t as
“language” in this story.

% oty “indicates . . . not a language in the sense of an idiom or even dialect . . . but rather a language family”;
Christoph Uehlinger, Weltreich und “eine Rede”: eine neue Deutung der sogenannten Turmbauerzihlung (Gen
11, 1-9) (OBO 101; Fribourg: Universititsverlag, 1990), 348.

%0 See the section later in this chapter on the glottonyms in the Hebrew Bible.
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we should not distinguish 719t and W5 semantically by order of magnitude of the language

variety that they denote.

Unlike 19, 5% is not used in the meaning “a group speaking a common language, a
linguistic community.” This is natural if we imagine that such a use of Hebrew 1% was
influenced by the use of the cognate in Aramaic. In contrast, the cognates of Hebrew 719% in
Aramaic (78, “lip”’) and other Semitic languages (e.g., Akkadian Saptu, “lip; utterance,
command™) are not used to mean “a language,”®" let alone “a linguistic community.” As
Block points out, the development of the meaning “a language” for 5% in Hebrew appears to

. 62
be unique.

4. Disputed Cases

In two other uses of 5%, Ps 81:6 and Zeph 3:9, the meaning “a language” has been detected
by numerous scholars. I shall discuss the 77172 18, “purified speech,” of Zeph 3:9 after my
analysis of the Tower of Babel story in the next chapter, with which it has often been

associated by interpreters. A consideration of Ps 81:6, in which I do not detect this meaning,

will also be included at the end of that chapter, in relation to the question of divine language.

5. 7oty Distribution and Diachronic Considerations

The distribution of ;9% is much more limited than 1W>. Half of the ten total cases occur in a

single episode, Gen 11:1-9. Outside this episode, the word is only found as “language” in

% For Aram., see DNWSI at $ph, 1181; Jastrow at 7%, 1613a—1614b. For Akk., see CAD S1 at Saptu 483a—
487a. As in Hebrew, Akk. Saptu can have a metonymic usage, specifically “utterance, speech, command,”
although not the meaning “a language.”

62 Block, “National Identity,” 323.
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three passages in Isaiah, and one in Ezekiel. Thus, we do not have evidence of 715% as “a
language” in the corpus of Late Biblical Hebrew, nor does it appear with this meaning in
Mishnaic Hebrew.® We may therefore, with Landman, tentatively detect a diachronic
significance in this distribution: the meaning of “a language” for 5% may have been absent
from the latest form of Hebrew attested in the Hebrew Bible.®* However, two factors
condition the certainty of this hypothesis: the dating of the biblical texts from which these
attestations of 719% come is uncertain; and the total number of attestations of 119% as “a

language” are few, and so are possibly unrepresentative of the actual linguistic reality.

D. Words for Languages: Summary

The three words used for “language” in the Hebrew Bible, Hebrew 1% and 5%, and
Aramaic 1%, exhibit overlapping but distinct usages and distribution. Hebrew 15 and not
indicate bodily organs of speech, the speech produced by these, and a community’s
distinctive manner of speech, a language. In that meaning, 1% is found in texts from various
periods, whereas 5% seems to be restricted to pre-exilic and exilic literature. W5 is
sometimes used to indicate a “linguistic community,” but 79% is never used in this way, while
Aramaic W7 is attested only with this sense. None of these words conveys differences of
scale (language vs. dialect), and all three are frequently used in close connection with words

indicating nation or people.

83 See Jastrow at 7o, 1613a—1614b. DCH lists a possible occurrence in a text from Qumran (1QMyst 1.1.10);
DCH s 8:177a—179b, at 179a.

% Landman, “Lips and Tongues.”
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III. Naming Languages: Glottonymy in the Hebrew Bible

A. Sociolinguistic Considerations

Within sociolinguistics, “glottonymy,” or the naming of languages, is an important focus of
research. Isabelle Léglise and Bettina Migge write, “linguistic naming conventions provide
valuable insights into the social and linguistic perceptions of people.”65 Several significant
factors in language naming in particular may be highlighted here that may be brought to bear

in examining the names of languages used in the Hebrew Bible.

Firstly we may note the important distinction between endonyms and exonyms in
glottonymy. Patrick Sériot, for instance, has shown how a name given to a language from
within the community of its speakers, an endonym (e.g., Deutsch), may have a very different
history and set of connotations from an exonym, one given by outsiders (German,
allemand).®® Moreover, languages may not be named at all, and many factors may contribute
to avoiding the name of a language, as Salih Akin has explored. Non-naming may be, for
instance, a polemic device aimed at suppressing identity, as in the case of Kurdish, the
speaking and naming of which were outlawed in Turkey for several decades in the 20"

67
century.

A further important recognition that has been emphasized by Andrée Tabouret-Keller is that

glottonyms exist within specific domains, and must be related to the conventions and

% Isabelle Léglise and Bettina Migge, “Language-Naming Practices, Ideologies, and Linguistic Practices:
Toward a Comprehensive Description of Language Varieties,” Language in Society 35 (2006): 313-39, at 313.

5 Patrick Sériot, “Le cas du macédonien: faut-il nommer les langues?” in Le nom des langues I: Les enjeux de
la nomination des langues (ed. Andrée Tabouret-Keller; BCILL 95; Leuven: Peeters, 1997), 167-90.

%7 Salih Akin, “Désignation d’une langue innommable dans un texte de loi: le cas du kurde dans les textes
1égislatifs turcs,” in Tabouret-Keller (ed.), Le nom des langues, 69-80.
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assumptions of those domains.®® For instance, in modern English, a speaker might refer to the
language of the Hebrew Bible as leshon hakodesh, Hebrew, or Classical Hebrew, each
potentially indicating an important difference of setting. In addition, Tabouret-Keller notes
that glottonyms are not fixed through time: through many processes, names may come to be
established or displaced, as with Yugoslavian versus Serbo-Croatian, Serbian, Croatian,

Bosnian, and Montenegrin.

This last example brings to mind the fact that an act of naming may be intended to reify an

entity, and thus create or bolster an identity. As Benedict Anderson has shown, in this respect
glottonymy has been extremely important in the politics of identity in Europe. The formation
of nation states has been closely associated with the development of national vernaculars, and

their promulgation among populations.69

All of these considerations, and more besides, are relevant to determining the dynamics of an
individual speaker’s use or avoidance of a particular glottonym, at a particular moment, in a
particular setting. These will be borne in mind in the discussion of the glottonyms found in

the Hebrew Bible.

B. The Glottonyms of the Hebrew Bible

Five names for specific languages are given in the Hebrew Bible—Judaean, Aramaic,

Ashdodite, Canaanite, and Chaldean. These glottonyms names fall into two basic types,

o8 Tabouret-Keller, “Les enjeux de la nomination des langues: presentation,” in Tabouret-Keller (ed.), Le nom
des langues, 69—80.

% Benedict R. O’G. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism
(rev. ed.; London: Verso, 2006), 67-82.
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which I shall examine in turn: names with suffix -i; and name in the form of a construct

phrase, containing a word for “language” followed by a people/place name.

1. Glottonyms with Suffix —it: Form and Syntax

Three glottonyms occur in the Hebrew Bible with the suffix -it: n*17, yahiidit, “Judaean”;
IR, ‘dramit, “Aramaic”; and PPTTYR, ‘asdodit, “Ashdodite.” These words are proper
nouns, from the gentilic adjective (Arabic nisbha) that indicates association with a group
(people, tribe, nation, etc.).”’ The form of the adjective in this case is feminine singular. This
may be related to the fact that the words for “language” in Hebrew, 170 and not, are
feminine, but fuller expressions of the kind n>77°17 797, “the Judaean language,” are not
found in Biblical Hebrew. In fact, a feminine gentilic adjective for glottonyms is widespread
in Semitic languages.’" In the Hebrew Bible, a distinction may be observed in the distribution
of the two feminine singular forms of the gentilic adjective, -it and -iyyah: people are
described using both forms, while languages are known only by the -if form. Thus, while
these two forms probably share a single historical origin (-iyat),” they may have developed
semantically distinct functions in ancient Hebrew. In the case of n"n1x, at least according to
the Tiberian vocalization, these functions are further phonologically distinguished: a person is
M (77R), with patah and doubled mem, whereas the language is n°»7X, with gamets and

single mem.

In several cases, these -it glottonyms occur as the direct object of a verb of speaking. Thus

PR 772V HR K1 927, “speak Aramaic with your servants” (2 Kgs 18:26). In other cases they

0 See Yitzhak Hilman, “Gentilic: Biblical Hebrew,” EHLL (online), n.p.
& E.g., Hebrew: n°1ay, “Hebrew”; Aramaic: n°nIx, “Aramaic”; Arabic: 444):1\ (with definite article), “Arabic.”

2 See PMBH 264.

51



seem to be used, without prepositions, in an adverbial sense: “he called aloud in Judaean” (2
Kgs 18:28); “written in Aramaic” (Ezra 4:7, first occurrence). In two cases, the names for
language may be late glosses (Ezra 4:7 [second occurrence]; Dan 2:4).” Here, these
glottonyms have a paratextual function, indicating the language of the text that immediately

follows them, and thus they stand outside the syntax of their context.

i. ", yohudit, “Judaean”

The glottonym n>77°, “Judaean,” derived from 777, “Judah,” occurs a total of six times in
the Hebrew Bible, in two contexts.”* Five occur in the three versions of the episode of the
Rabshakeh at the walls of Jerusalem (2 Kgs 18:26, 28; Isa 36:11, 13; 2 Chr 32:18). Here, in
order to avoid panic among the city’s populace, the Judaean officials request to be addressed
by their Assyrian besieger in Aramaic, rather than Judaean, but to no avail. The other
occurrence is in the account of a mixed-marriage episode in the time of Nehemiah, in which
Judaean men married to Ashdodites are scolded because their children cannot speak Judaean

(Neh 13:24).

Because of the wide range of applications of the name 777, “Judah,” the origin and referent
of the glottonym is unclear. “Judah” in the Hebrew Bible is the name of a patriarch, a tribe, a
tribal territory, a district within a larger kingdom, an independent kingdom, a Persian
province, and a diasporic people. To which one or which several of these does N7 refer?

We may give two kinds of answer, contextual and historical.

7 See the discussion of Ezra 7:7 and Dan 2:4 in Chapter 7.

" Elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, n>7° is the name of an individual, a wife of Esau (Gen 26:34).
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We may first consider the meaning of n>7177 in its biblical contexts. The Rabshakeh episode is
set during Hezekiah’s reign over the kingdom of Judah. Here the glottonym n>717 is used first
by the characters in the story, the high officials of the kingdom (2 Kgs 18:26), and then by the
narrator, presumably with the same sense (2 Kgs 18:28). It is a language that the inhabitants
of Jerusalem understand, unlike Aramaic. Thus it is quite natural to assume, that in this case

N7 1s imagined to be the language widely spoken in the kingdom of Judah.

In Nehemiah’s case, the function of n>717> must be different. This episode takes place in the
Achaemenid province of Yehud/Judah. But n>737° probably does not indicate the official
language of that district, whose administration was likely undertaken in Aramaic, and the
population of which may have spoken Aramaic as widely as Hebrew.” Surely instead, N>
here is a reference to the particular language associated with the Judaeans, a diasporic people
living throughout the Achaemenid territories.”® In the book of Esther, this language is
referred to by mentioning that people: “an edict was written . . . to the Judaeans in their script

and language” (Esth 8:9).

In the broader canonical context, of course, these languages of Hezekiah’s and Nehemiah’s
periods are one and the same: the Judaeans kept their language after the fall of the kingdom
of Judah. Moreover, this is the same language in which apparently the bulk of the biblical
texts are written. Indeed, this perceived continuity is part of the rhetorical strategy of Neh 13:
Judaeans living in their historic homeland ought to speak the language of the former
kingdom. This theme becomes especially pronounced in later Jewish literature. For instance,
in the story of the martyrdom of the woman and her seven sons in 2 Macc 7, it appears that

the Judaean language is referred to as the “ancestral [tdtprog, matpdrog] language” (2 Macc

™ See Chapter 7 for a discussion of the linguistic situation of Achaemenid Yehud.

76 Clearly Nehemiah perceives this to be a normative relationship—Judaeans ought to be able to speak Judaean.
See Chapter 7 for a discussion of this theme in Neh 13.
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7:18, 21, 27).77 Thus, n>71771° comes to resonate with all the associations of “Judah”— the

patriarchal, tribal, monarchical, territorial, and ethnic.

As for the historical issue of when and with what meaning the glottonym n>7177 originally
arose, we must admit uncertainty. The glottonym is not attested in ancient extrabiblical
sources; and therefore its occurrences in the Hebrew Bible are our earliest evidence for it. Of
these, the oldest texts in which it appears must be 1 Kgs 18//Isa 36, where it refers to the
language of the kingdom of Judah. While specific dates for this account are elusive, there is
good reason to believe that the original episode was composed in the seventh or early sixth
centuries B.C.E., so that this usage of n>717 likely reflects the terminology of monarchic

Judah.”

Similarly, I would argue that the origin of the term is to be sought in the monarchic period.
Epigraphic data from Palestine demonstrate that several consistent differences obtained in the
orthography of Hebrew in the kingdoms of Judah and Israel.”” These can be taken to indicate
that a different standard dialect prevailed in each. For instance, in the standard Northern
dialect, the diphthongs aw and ay were contracted, whereas they were retained in the standard
Southern dialect.*” In driving and maintaining such standardization, the primacy of the royal
courts, operating through the centralized offices of the state, can hardly be doubted, as
Sanders and others have argued.81 Thus, the kingdom of Judah was responsible for the

emergence of a distinctive, standardized variety of Hebrew. It is natural to think that the

7 As noted in Chapter 1, van Henten argues for the interpretation of this “ancestral language” as Hebrew, rather
than Aramaic; van Henten, “Ancestral Language of the Jews,” 53—68.

" For a fuller discussion of the Rabshakeh episode, including questions of dating, see Chapter 5.

" See, e.g., Christopher A. Rollston, “Scribal Education in Ancient Israel: The Old Hebrew Epigraphic
Evidence,” BASOR 344 (2006): 47-74, at 65.

80 See, e.g., PMBH 96.

81 So, e.g., Sanders, Invention of Hebrew, 113-20.
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glottonym n°717° was coined within Judah for just this variety (thus making n>7177> an
endonym).82 I am, therefore, inclined to agree with Block when he accounts for N1 as
follows: “The name is derived from the name of a geopolitical entity, which in turn originated

with the name of the tribe occupying it.”®

Block further notes that the glottonym n>7173° contains within it an implicit contrast: “Judaean”
is the language of Judah, not the language of all Israel.** We may hypothesize that the
standardized variety of Hebrew that arose in the Northern Kingdom was also known by a
specific glottonym (Israelite? Ephraimite? Josephite?), although that name is not attested.®
The distinction between Israel and Judah, in the arenas of religion, politics, and territory, is a
prominent theme in the Hebrew Bible, and it is important to note that a distinction was also
perceived and represented also in the realm of language. However, a differentiation by name
does not imply any particularly strong degree of linguistic difference. Glottonyms operate to
conceal (Chinese; Arabic) or accentuate (Dutch vs. Flemish) linguistic difference. There is no
prima facie reason to believe, then, that the distinction between Judaean and “Israelite” that
the name N1 implies arose because of a perceived degree of linguistic (dialect) difference;
rather, the distinction may have been made in the absence of linguistic considerations, and

reflect primarily a political boundary. Any differences in these standard dialects must

%2 In the words of Max Weinreich, “a language is a dialect with an army and a navy.”

8 Block, “National Identity,” 329; compare also Weinberg, “Language Consciousness,” 53. In contrast,
Schniedewind does not emphasize the role of the state in the origin of the name: “language is an important basis
for kinship affiliation . . . Judean . . . is derivative of the tribal and geographic name Judah”; Schniedewind,
Social History, 96. We must admit that the monarchic origin of n>717" is not proved.

8 Block, “National Identity,” 330. This point stands whether or not N7 arose specifically as the name for the
standard language of the kingdom of Judah.

% Tt is possible, as Peter Machinist has suggested (private communication), that the absence of a glottonym for
the Northern dialect of Hebrew is a result of deliberate action (either through avoidance or deletion) on the part
of the Southern tradents of the texts that form the biblical canon.
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therefore be convincingly demonstrated on a case by case basis, and in this effort epigraphic

. . 86
evidence must be primary.

A general term for Hebrew that does not express a distinction between north and south is only
attested much later. As Schorch has illustrated, EBpaioti in the translator’s prologue to the
Greek version of the Wisdom of Sirach is our earliest evidence of the use of “Hebrew” to
designate a language (132 B.C.E.); and it is not until the 3-5" centuries C.E. that we have
evidence of the Hebrew term n°12y, ‘ibrit, being used in this sense.’’ By contrast, in the

Hebrew Bible the designation 12y does not appear to have a linguistic dimension.®

il. DR, dramit, “Aramaic”

Aramaic is mentioned by name five times in MT: twice in the accounts of the Rabshakeh
episode (2 Kgs 18:26; Isa 36:11); twice in one verse in Ezra (4:7), which concerns the
sending of a letter of complaint against the Judaeans to King Artaxerxes; and once in Dan

2:4, where it introduces the direct speech of the Chaldeans.

This name for the language is known from other ancient sources. In the Aramaic documents

from Elephantine, n°»7X is attested once,89 and in Neo-Assyrian Akkadian, the form armitu is

% Gary Rendsburg has worked extensively on isolating differences between the southern Judaean dialect,
evidenced in Standard Biblical Hebrew, and the northern “Israelian” one. In this project, Rendsburg’s primary
method has been to identify linguistic peculiarities in biblical texts that he regards as northern in origin; see
especially Gary A. Rendsburg, “A Comprehensive Guide to Israclian Hebrew: Grammar and Lexicon,” Orient
38 (2003): 5-35. However, many of Rendsburg’s findings must be considered quite uncertain. See Ian Young,
“The ‘Northernisms’ of the Israelite Narratives in Kings,” ZAH 7-8 (1994—-1995): 63-70; and William M.
Schniedewind and Daniel Sivan, “The Elijah-Elisha Narratives: A Test Case for the Northern Dialect of
Hebrew,” JOR 87 (1997): 303-337.

87 Schorch, “Pre-Eminence of the Hebrew Language,”43—48.

8 Cf. Ullendorff, who suggests that the absence of a linguistic use of n™12y from the Hebrew Bible is purely
accidental; Ullendorff, “Knowledge of Languages,” 330.

% TADAE B1.12 line 4.
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found.” It is not likely, then, that the name originated independently in Hebrew; it may rather

.. 1
have originated among the Aramaeans as an endonym and spread.’

The question of what kind of identities this work evokes in Hebrew, then, is perhaps less
appropriate than it was for N7, which probably arose within Israel. Indeed, the relevance of
Israel’s encounters with Aram and Aramaeans (especially the city-state Aram-Damascus)
seem largely irrelevant to the biblical occurrences of n’»7X. As Block has pointed out, none of
the biblical occurrences of N°»7X involves any of the biblical “Aram” regions or ethnic
Aramaeans.”’ Rather, the biblical occurrences present Aramaic in its role as an imperial
regional lingua franca in: Neo-Assyrian warfare (2 Kgs 18:26; Isa 36:11; the Rabshakeh
declines to use it, however); Neo-Babylonian domestic affairs (Dan 2:4); and the

Achaemenid provincial administration (Ezra 4:7).

These depictions surely convey a general truth about Israel’s experience of Aramaic. We
have increasing epigraphic evidence, beginning in the seventh century, of the use of Aramaic
alongside Akkadian in Neo-Assyrian administration,” and Neo-Babylonian practice was
largely continuous in this respect.94 Later, Aramaic was the chief international administrative
language of the Persian empire, from Egypt in the west to Bactria in the east.”” The biblical
references to Aramaic make good sense in light of this history of the use of that language in

the region.

% CAD at armii, A2 293b-294a. Elsewhere, ahlamii “Aramaic,” and ahlamatti “in Aramaic [script]” are found;
CAD Al 192b-193a.

! On the emergence of Old Aramaic standard varieties in Syria the early first millennium B.C.E., see Gzella,
Cultural History, 5ST-T17.

%2 Block, “National Identity,” 329.

% See, e.g., Gzella, Cultural History, 124-34. The Rabshakeh story presumes this knowledge of Aramaic on the
part of the Assyrians already in the late eighth century.

% Ibid., 134-39.

% 1bid., 168-77.
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Because of the imperial character of the biblical occurrences, Block writes that the original
association between Aramaic and Aram/Aramaeans had been lost: from the Israelite point of

. . . 6
view, Aramaic “ceased to be a national lalngualge.”9

This may be largely correct, but it is not
entirely true, for we do encounter one Aramaean associated with the Aramaic language in the
Hebrew Bible. In Gen 31:47, Laban utters an Aramaic phrase, as part of a treaty he concludes
with Jacob. In this case, the name of the language is not mentioned, though it may be said to

be implied, since Laban is frequently referred to as "»7X7, “the Aramaean” in the context

(Gen 31:20, 24).

iii. N"NTYR, ‘asdodit, “Ashdodite” (Neh 13:24)

“Ashdodite” is mentioned in Neh 13:24, as the language spoken by half of the children of the
mixed Judaean-Ashdodite marriages. The language is not mentioned in other ancient texts,
and has been variously supposed to be Phoenician, Aramaic, Philistine, or a southern
Canaanite dialect. The identity of this language will be the subject of discussion in Chapter 7,
but here it may be mentioned that alone among biblical glottonyms, “Ashdodite” takes its

name from a city, “a rather limited toponym,” as Block notes.”’

2. Glottonyms of the Form “Language of X”

Two names of languages are attested in the form of a construct phrase of two elements: word
meaning language + specifying name: 1¥12 No¥ safat kona ‘an, “language of Canaan” (Isa

19:18); and o>7w> WY, [as6n kasdim, “language of the Chaldeans” (Dan 1:4). As Block notes,

% Block, “National Identity,” 329.

7" bid., 330.
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this construction is not widely attested in other ancient Semitic sources.”® Nevertheless, this
construction is intelligible. It is comparable to construct phrases found elsewhere in the
Hebrew Bible such as %y w3, “the language of his people” (Esth 1:22), or the use of
M9/5 with pronominal suffixes. In both cases, the construct phrase is the direct object of a

verb (727, Isa 19:18; 729, Dan 1:4).

1. W13 N, Safat kana ‘an, “Language of Canaan”

In Isa 19:18, an oracle foretells a time when “there will be five cities in the land of Egypt that
speak the language of Canaan [1v12 na] and swear allegiance to Yahweh of hosts.” This

seems to be one of a set of additions to an earlier oracle against Egypt (19:1-15).

In Isa 19:18, it is not clear to what language (or languages) “the language of Canaan” refers.
On the one hand, “the language of Canaan” seems like an appropriate description for
linguistic situation of the Southern Levant. Epigraphic evidence has permitted scholars to
distinguish several languages (or dialects) used in the Southern Levant, including Phoenician,
Moabite, and Hebrew.”” These languages are closely related, form a distinct branch
(“Canaanite”) within Northwest Semitic languages (over against Aramaic, Amorite), among
which a high degree of mutual intelligibility is likely to have obtained. 10 light of this

similarity, a reference to “language of Canaan” is quite intelligible. As Block writes, “the

% Ibid., 327. Block cites one Akkadian example from Sennacherib’s annals: “a portico patterned after a Hittite
palace, which they call a bit hilani in the Amorite language [ina liSani Amurri], I built in front of their (i.e. the
palaces’) gates.” The syntax of this phrase is unclear, however: the final vowel on /isani suggests that this word
is not in construct with Amurri; but if, alternatively, Amurri is an adj., it does not agree with fem. /isani. For
other examples of unusual Akkadian construct forms, see GAG §64.

% The boundaries of the land referred to as Canaan in Egyptian, biblical, and other sources do not appear to
have been fixed; see Philip C. Schmitz, “Canaan,” ABD 1:1243-46, at 1245.

1% See especially Randall W. Garr, Dialect Geography of Syria-Palestine, 1000-586 B.C.E. (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 229-35.
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language of Canaan” may thus refer to the “general linguistic category that included not only

Hebrew, but also Moabite, Edomite, and Ammonite,”101

and, we might add, Phoenician and
the language of the Deir Alla text. In technical terminology, “the language of Canaan” would

thus be a Dachsprache,'® a name that provides a “roof” over related languages/dialects

including, presumably, Judaean.

On the other hand, as was pointed out earlier, linguistic similarity and difference are only one
factor, of variable significance, in the demarcation of languages through names. Actually,
“the language of Canaan” is surprising in the biblical context, and three reasons in particular
may be noted. First, Canaan is frequently presented in the Hebrew Bible as a territory
comprised of many peoples. In the literature describing the early period of Israel’s settlement
in Canaan, these peoples include Canaanites, Amorites, Hittites, Hivvites, Girgashites,
Jebusites, and so on (see, e.g., Exod 3:7; Deut 7:1; Josh 3:10). In the monarchic period, the
Hebrew Bible refers to numerous polities in Canaan, including Israel and Judah, the
Phoenician and Philistine city-states, and the Transjordanian states of Ammon and Moab.
Thus, the reference to a single “language of Canaan” is not expected based on the biblical
picture of Canaan as a multiethnic and multinational land, as it defies the association of

people/nation and language that we find elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible.

Secondly, texts in the Hebrew Bible imply or assume the existence of linguistic differences
among the inhabitants of Canaan. We read in Deut 2:10, 20, that the giant Rephaim were

known to the Ammonites as Zamzummim, and to the Moabites as Emim, and in the next

19" Block, “National Identity,” 327. This seems preferable to Ullendorff’s related proposal that the “language of
Canaan” refers to an additional, unattested Canaanite language variety, “a Canaanite /ingua franca which . . .
remained in oral use but was obviously excluded from written sources”; Ullendorff, “Knowledge of
Languages,” 455.

192 This term was coined in Zarko Muljaéi¢, “Standardization in Romance,” in Bilingualism and Linguistic
Conflict in Romance, vol. 5 of Trends in Romance Linguistics and Philology (ed. Rebecca Posner and John N.
Green; The Hague: Mouton, 1993), 77-116.
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chapter the Sidonian and Amorite names for Mount Hermon are given (Sirion and Senir
respectively; Deut 3:9). Furthermore, in Judg 12:6, a difference in the pronunciation of
sibilants between the Gileadites and the Ephraimites is recorded. And as mentioned above,
the glottonym n 717, “Judaean,” implies a linguistic distinction between the languages of
Judah and those of the surrounding polities, including Israel. In this way, the overall biblical
picture of Canaan is not one of a linguistically unitary region, so that the term “language of

Canaan” is surprising.

Finally, the authors of the Hebrew Bible generally take great pains to distinguish Israel from
the peoples of Canaan (including Canaanites). Israel’s genealogy and geographical origins are
presented as distinct from that of the Canaanites (e.g., Gen 10; 103 Gen 11:10-32), and this is a
distinction that the Israelites are told they must maintain, especially in the domain of religion
(Lev 18:3). In cases where Israel is linked with the Canaanite peoples, the intent is usually to
criticize Israel (e.g., 1 Kgs 4:24; Ezek 16:45). But in Isa 19:18, most scholars have imagined
that “the language of Canaan” is not intended to exclude the language that the Judaeans speak

(even if it is not precisely the same thing as “Judaean”). 104

Indeed, the speaking of this
language in Egypt follows from Judah’s terrorizing of Egypt through Yahweh (Isa 19:17;

whether this refers to military conquest is unclear). Such an association between Judah and

any Canaanite cultural item, without a hint of reproof, is highly unusual in the Hebrew Bible.

These three considerations indicate the various respects in which “the language of Canaan” is
a surprising glottonym in the Hebrew Bible. To account for its use in Isa 19:18, then, various

explanations have been offered. Ullendorff and Csaba Balogh imagine that the oracle is

103 Tsrael is not mentioned in this genealogy, but Shem, the ancestor of the Israelites, Shem. The Canaanites

descend from Shem’s brother, Ham.

104 Block, “National Identity,” 327; Ullendorff, “Knowledge of Languages,” 456; Csaba Balogh, The Stele of
YHWH in Egypt: The Prophecies of Isaiah 18-20 concerning Egypt and Cush (OtSt 60; Leiden: Brill, 2011),
297.
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worded with an Egyptian audience in mind: “this is how Egyptians referred to the language

spoken by J udaeans.”'®

This is possible, but this name is not attested in Egyptian sources,
and the audience of the oracle is Judaeans rather than Egyptians. Block proposes that the
issue is one of scale: “in the context, [the language of Canaan] may have been intended as a
counterpart of Egyptialn.”106 That is, Canaanite is a suitable match or rival of Egyptian, since
both are languages spoken across wide areas; perhaps in high-level international affairs, it
would be parochial to refer to the “Judaean” language. But there is no particular indication in

the text that this is the intent of using “the language of Canaan,” and “Judaean,” after all, is

used in the Rabshakeh episode, in the context of high-level international relations.

In the explanations offered by these scholars, we see examples of how setting may have
influenced glottonymy. As was indicated above, glottonyms exist in specific domains of
discourse, and carry corresponding meanings and associations. This may indeed be the
direction in which an explanation of “the language of Canaan” should be sought, but

unfortunately the biblical evidence is not sufficient to resolve the issue.

Can we know anything about when and where the term 1v13 no® originated? The date of the
Isaianic oracle in which “the language of Canaan” is mentioned is extremely uncertain,
beyond the fact that it does not appear to belong to the earliest material in the book (thus,

seventh century B.C.E. or later). 107

It does not seem likely, however, that the term originated
within Israel or Judah; at least, it would surely not have originated among the circle of
Israelites and Judaeans who emphasized the Israel/Canaan distinction, and whose attitudes

are reflected throughout Hebrew Bible. Among the other nations in the region, but no unified

or extensive polity went by the name Canaan. Thus “the language of Canaan” did not

105 Quotation from Balogh, Stele of YHWH, 297; similarly, Ullendorff, “Knowledge of Languages,” 456.
1% Block, “National Identity,” 327.

197 See the further discussion of Isa 19:18 in Chapter 3 on the dating the oracle.
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originate as a glottonym as “Judaean” may have, according to the explanation I offered
above. '”® Rather, as Block points out, the name appears to derive from a “geographic rather

than an ethnic” or geopolitical entity. 109

As for the idea of regional linguistic similarity conveyed by “language of Canaan,” it is most
applicable to the linguistic situation of the land before the Assyrians and Babylonians in the
eighth—sixth centuries B.C.E. extensively depopulated the region, and resettled foreign
peoples there (see, e.g., 2 Kgs 17:24-41), peoples who presumably spoke non-Canaanite
languages.' Yt is possible, then, that the name originated before this time. Alternatively, the
name may date to a later period, and reflect an attempt to refer to the speech of Canaan at a
time when well-defined polities like Judah, and their associated standardized languages, had
come to an end, and when therefore the differences between various dialects of Canaanite
might have been less apparent. Thus we must admit that we do not know when and among

whom this term originated.

ii. 0>7wd Y, [oson kasdim, “Language of the Chaldeans” (Dan 1:4).

The instruction of Jewish youths in the writing and language of the Chaldeans sets the scene
for the action of the book of Daniel. The identity of this language, which has been thought to
be Aramaic, Akkadian, or the native language of the ethnic Chaldeans (a language probably
distinct from Aramaic), will be considered in depth in Chapter 7. Here it suffices to note the

double significance of the ethnonym >7%2 in this context. On the one hand, 7> is used

1% An origin in the Late Bronze Age is intriguing, during the period of Egyptian hegemony over the area
frequently referred to as Kinahha, “Canaan” in the Amarna letters (EA 38.15; 148.46). However, this predates
the biblical attestation of the glottonym by at least half a millennium.

19 Block, “National Identity,” 327.

19 See Chapter 7 for the effects of such deportation and resettlement on the linguistic situation of the land.
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elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible as an ethnic/national designation for the people of Babylonia.
This usage is especially common in Jeremiah and other texts concerned with Nebuchadnezzar
Il’s empire (e.g., 2 Kgs 25:10; Jer 21:4). In Dan 1:4, then, the “language of the Chaldeans,” in
the explicit setting of Nebuchadnezzar’s court, clearly evokes this ethnic valence. In the
larger context of Daniel, however, *7%> has another, more frequent, use to indicate a class of
skilled diviners (Dan 2:2; 4:7; etc.). We have, in other words, a technical or professional

nuance in the use of the phrase 2>7%> > in Daniel.'"!

3. Glottonyms Synthesis: Language and Peoplehood, and the Question of the Language vs.

Dialect

This overview of the biblical names of languages has particular relevance for the question of
the relationship between language and ethnicity in the Hebrew Bible. As Block observes, no
straightforward relationship between ethnicity and language is discernible in the use of

glottonyms in the Hebrew Bible. 2

For one thing, the entities from which the names derive
are quite heterogeneous: a city (Ashdod), a geographical region (Canaan), a tribal kingdom
(Judah), and two people-groups, which themselves have tribal characteristics (Aramaeans and
Chaldeans). In addition, those presented as speaking these languages do not always come
from the associated entities: Judaean is put in the mouth of an Assyrian; Canaanite will be

spoken by Egyptians; and Judaeans use Aramaic, Chaldean, and Ashdodite.' " Thus, these

glottonyms encapsulate no single or distinctive way in which language corresponds to, forms,

" The relationship between the ethnic and the technical/professional meaning of “Chaldean” will be discussed
in Chapter 7.

"2 Block, “National Identity,” 339.

"% Only in Neh 13:24 is the mismatch between a speaker’s ethnicity (Judaean) and language spoken (Ashdodite)
explicitly criticized in the Hebrew Bible, apparently as likely to undermine ethnic identity.
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or contributes to identity. This is a clear contrast to the relationship that is presumed to exist
in the frequent use of 1% and 1o alongside " and oy in non-specific cases. Put another
way, these biblical glottonyms demonstrate that the particulars of language distribution in the

real world cannot be accounted for by a simple people::language schema.

In addition, we may, for the last time, raise the issue of language and dialect in the Hebrew
Bible. Two different names, “Judaean” and “Canaanite,” can be accurately applied to the
language spoken by Judaeans. Our scholarly explanation of this duality—basically that
Judaean is a subdivision of Canaanite—involves distinguishing between orders of language
(language vs. dialect), and asserting kinship of various degrees to exist among the members
of these orders (e.g, that Moabite and Judaean alike are varieties of Canaanite). However, this
glottonymic duality for Hebrew is not explicitly acknowledged in the Hebrew Bible, nor is
any attempt is made to explain it." ' Thus, though we must acknowledge that the glottonyms
attested in ancient Hebrew provided the opportunity for reflection on orders of language and
kinship among languages, if such reflection occurred in ancient Israel it is not recorded in the

biblical corpus.’ 13

IV. Expressing Foreign Language: 1>, “Speaking Unintelligibly” (Ps 114:1)

Of the terms most commonly used to express “foreignness” in the Hebrew Bible—721,

“foreign,” 77, “strange,” and X, “other”—only 71X is applied to a language in the Hebrew

"% Ullendorff was perhaps too pessimistic about discovering an awareness of a dialect/language difference in
the Hebrew Bible. He wrote: “the mental operation and intellectual insight required to discover linguistic
kinship are of a high order . . . we may well doubt that such recognition obtruded itself upon their conscious
minds”’; Ullendorff, “Knowledge of Languages,” 458-59.

"% The Shibboleth incident in Judg 12:6 will be discussed in Chapter 4. This episode makes use of what we
would call a dialectal difference; however, that difference is not categorized or expressed in such terms in Judg
12; see Chapter 4.
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Bible, and only once (nn& NwY; Isa 28:11). However, 197, a verb that in later Hebrew means

59116

“to speak a foreign language, occurs in Ps 114, and may therefore be considered in this

discussion of terms and names for languages in the Hebrew Bible.

Psalm 114 is a short hymnic poem which describes, in highly metaphorical terms, the
response of the natural world (hills, mountains, sea, and rivers) to God’s delivery of Israel

from Egypt. At the opening of the psalm, we read:

When Israel went out from Egypt, the House of Jacob from a /o ‘éz people [ n°2a
TV avn apyY],
Judah became his sanctuary, Israel his dominion (Ps 114:1)

The use of 1¥% here is probably a reference to linguistic difference, although commentators
are divided as to its precise significance. I shall therefore investigate the likely meaning of

this word, and the significance of its use in this context.

A. Textual Issues

Because the root 197 is a hapax legomenon in Biblical Hebrew, Mitchell Dahood proposed an
emendation to MT here.'"” Dahood suggested a revocalization of the text: 1¥%, understood as
the adjective 1v, “strong, mighty, fierce,” with asseverative lamed.''® Dahood cites support

from the broader biblical context, by noting that Egypt is much more consistently depicted as

116 Tastrow 1v9, 714a.
"Dahood, Psalms, 3:134.

"8 On the emphatic or asseverative lamed, see GKC §143 e; IBHS §11.2.10; and especially John Huehnergard,
“Asseverative */a and Hypothetical */u/law in Semitic,” JAOS 103 (1983): 569-93.
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cruel (e.g., Exod 1), than as speaking a foreign language.119 Dahood also notes that the root is
only attested in Semitic languages much later than the biblical text (first in the Mishnah), so

he considers it a “late” root not at home in Biblical Hebrew.

Against Dahood’s suggestion, we may note that there is no manuscript evidence in favour of
his distinctive vocalization. Moreover, all the ancient versions appear to understand 1¥% as
describing Egypt’s linguistic otherness: LXX: BapBapov (Aquila: Etepdylwocov, “other-
tongued”); Vulg.: barbaro; Tg..: °87272; Syr.: [ ‘'wz (adj., “speaking indistinctly”). Nor is
Dahood’s linguistic argument valid. The Hebrew Bible, as a severely limited corpus, contains
only a fraction of the ancient Hebrew lexicon; it is likely that the apparent “lateness” of
words first attested in postbiblical texts should often be attributed to the scarcity of evidence
for earlier periods. And while Dahood is correct that Egypt is more frequently depicted as

cruel than as an alloglot, this observation does not warrant a textual emendation.

For these reasons, it is best to reject Dahood’s emendation, and to interpret MT as it stands.

B. Meaning of 13

In MT 1y° is vocalized as a Qal active participle (m. sg.). The participle is here used

120 The root 1¥ is a hapax legomenon in biblical Hebrew, and

attributively: “a / z-ing people.
does not appear in the Hebrew of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Later Hebrew usage, cognate

languages, and context are therefore our sources for its meaning in Ps 114:1.

19 Perplexingly, Dahood’s own translation “barbaric,” obscures this distinction, since “barbaric” connotes
linguistic otherness as well as brutal behaviour. See the discussion below.

120 IBHS §37.5. The modifying active ptc. with attributive adjectival function is rare (though common with pass.
ptc.); more often, a modifying act. ptc. performs a relative function.
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In this case, it may be noted that context does not clearly suggest a meaning for 1v5. The
“people” described as 137 are clearly Egypt, given the parallel structure of Psalm 114:1a:

121 But there is no further mention of

oKX is paired with 2py> N3, and 0*%» with 195 Y.
Egypt in the psalm that would indicate the particular aspect of this nation that the psalmist is
trying to convey. In the broader biblical context, no single attribute of Egypt is emphasized to
such an extent that we could infer that it was being mentioned in this passage. Elsewhere, we
find descriptions of Egypt’s harshness towards the Israelites (Exod 1:11-14), as well as its
unreliability as an ally (2 Kgs 18:21; Isa 30:2-5). Occasionally its linguistic otherness is

assumed or hinted at (Gen 42:23; Isa 19:18; perhaps Ps 81:6), without being emphasized.

Thus, the fact that 195 refers to Egypt does not greatly assist us in reconstructing its meaning.

Another contextual clue might come from the narrative arc of the psalm. After quitting Egypt,
Israel’s fortunes improve greatly: “Judah became his [sc. Yahweh’s] sanctuary, Israel his
dominion” (Ps 114:1b). Indeed, some commentators have seen 137 as the antithesis of the new
situation that Israel finds itself in. For instance, Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger
write: “When v. 1 localizes Israel/the house of Jacob in a hostile world of strange language, it
characterizes Israel as homeless and threatened. This condition was ended when Israel,
through the first and second exoduses, from Egypt and from Babylon, became YHWH’s
sanctuary and the place of his royal rule—from which YHWH will then give the nations a new

language as well.”'#

This “new language” is a reference to Zeph 3:9: “At that time I will
change the speech of the peoples to a purified speech [77172 5], that all of them may call on

the name of Yahweh and serve him with one accord.” These suggestions are intriguing, but

since they assume the meaning of 137 as “speaking a foreign language,” they must be put

"2l The verb is elided in the second clause, as frequently occurs in Hebrew poetry; see Adele Berlin, The
Dynamics of Biblical Parallelism (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1985), 83.

'22 Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger, Psalms 3: A Commentary on Psalms 101150 (trans. Linda M.
Maloney; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2011), 194.
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aside for the moment; they cannot be said to be evidence from context concerning the
meaning of 1v%. What the context most clearly depicts is a replacement of the entity who has
dominion over Israel: the people are no longer under Egypt’s control, but Yahweh’s. The role

of language in this movement is not especially emphasized in the psalm.

We may next consider the weight of comparative Semitic evidence. In Mishnaic and later
Hebrew, 1% is well attested in verbal, nominal, and adjectival forms, with two meanings: to
speak a foreign (that is, non-Hebrew, non-Aramaic) language, especially Greek; and to speak
ill of, to slander.'? Beyond Mishnaic Hebrew, cognates occur in Aramaic, Syriac, and
Arabic.'?* In Jewish Aramaic texts, we find a similar dual usage of 1¥% as in Mishnaic

Hebrew: to speak a foreign language; to speak ill of, to slander.'?

In Syriac, these meanings
are also attested, and the root is also used of the singing of a bird, and of murmuring or
whispering. 126 In Arabic, I- g-z has two meanings: “to speak ambiguously or enigmatically, to
speak in riddles;” and “to provide [a burrow] with side tunnels” (apparently unrelated). 27 A
meaning related to speech is thus common in the cognate languages. Further, we may say that
this speech does not belong to the typical mode of everyday communication; it is speech that
cannot readily be understood, because of how it sounds (murmuring; Syriac), because it is

ambiguous or equivocal (Arabic), or because it belongs to another language (Mishnaic

Hebrew, Aramaic).

'2 Jastrow 714a. Rabbinic tradition cleverly explains this root as an acronym of 5 oy 11/, “language of a
strange people.”

12 There is no clear cognate in Akkadian. AHw suggests that the rare lezit means “to stutter”; AHw 548b. Geller
connects this with Hebrew 132, by metathesis of z and °, and subsequent loss of ‘in Akkadian; Geller, “Imagery
in Ps 114,” 191 n. 29. However, CAD L 163a translates lezii as “continue, persist.”

12 Jastrow 714a.

126 Sokoloff, Syriac Lexicon, 694.

2" Lane 2264-5. The ¢ in the Arabic word suggests the Proto-Semitic root was [-g-z.
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Despite the fact that the attestations in these languages postdate Psalm 114 by several

128 this

centuries (even if, with most commentators, we assume that this is a postexilic text),
similarity in meaning is significant, and should be seen as providing good evidence for the
meaning of 197 in the psalm. Though the evidence of later Hebrew, where the root means
specifically “foreign language,” should be given strongest weight, yet in light of the
comparative evidence it is most prudent to read here the more widely attested general
meaning “unintelligible speech” (gibberish, jabbering, nonsense, which could be applied
equally to the speech of a foreigner, infant, lunatic, or animal). Thus I favour BDB’s
definition “to talk indistinctly, unintelligibly,” to HALOT s ‘“‘to speak an uncomprehensible
[sic] language, speak a foreign language,” and certainly to DCH’s “speak a foreign language,

. 12
be foreign.” ?

The question of the connotative meaning of 139, that is, of the word’s associations in the
minds of ancient readers, is very difficult to answer. Modern translators and commentators
have, however, speculated concerning the ancient connotations of 1¥%. One particular locus of

reflection is the root 2¥%, “to mock, deride; (perhaps also) to stutter,” due to graphic and

130

phonetic similarity to 1¥%, and its use in related contexts. ~* Now, Stephen Geller is correct to

point out that in the Hebrew Bible “foreign speech is portrayed as the result of an

55131

impediment. This seems to be the case in Isaiah, where the root 2¥7 is used to liken

132

foreign speech to stuttering (28:11; 33:19), and in Ezekiel (3:5-6). °~ However, Geller

128 S0 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 193; Gerstenberger, Psalms and Lamentations, 281.
12 BDB 541b; HALOT 533a; DCH 4:555b (emphasis added).

139 The extent of the phonetic similarity is unclear. The value of ¥ as or & in 3¥% is not determinable, because its
cognates in Semitic languages other than Hebrew, Aramaic, and Syriac are not extant.

! Stephen A. Geller, “The Language of Imagery in Psalm 114,” in Lingering over Words: Studies in Ancient
Near Eastern Literature in Honor of William L. Moran (ed. Tzvi Abusch, John Huehnergard and Piotr
Steinkeller; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990), 179-94, at 192.

132 See Chapter 6 below for a full discussion of these passages, and an examination of the meaning of 3y in Isa
28:11; 33:19.
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overstates the evidence when he speaks of the “partial semantic merging” of 3% and 15, as
does Gottfried GlaBner when, following Kraus, he translates 1¥% in our psalm as “stammelnd”
on the grounds that it is a “Nebenform™ of 3v5."** The attestations of 1¥9—once—and 3" in
the meaning “stutter’—twice—are insufficient to support such a reconstruction of an overlap
in the words’ meanings. Specifically, there is nothing in Ps 114, or, indeed, in later Hebrew,
Aramaic, and Syriac, that supports the meaning “stutter”” for 1v%. We should not admit more,
then, than that an association of the two roots in ancient times was possible, given the
phonetic and graphic similarity, the use in related contexts, and the practice of allusive

wordplay among the biblical authors. 135

But this possibility is not an essential item in
understanding 19 in Ps 114:1, and “stuttering” should certainly not enter into a translation of

this text.'>®

The other major connotative aspect that modern scholars attribute to 1v% concerns cruelty or
savagery. Geller translates ‘“cruel strangers,” which he justifies by claiming that a pun on 1V is
intended in this word."*” But while this is possible, it is not certain, and should not form the

basis for a translation. Another line of interpretation is favoured by Artur Weiser, Robert

' Geller, “Imagery in Ps 114,” 192.

3 Gottfried GlaBner, “Aufbruch als Heimat,” ZKT 116 (1994): 472-9, at 472. Stammeln means primarily
“stutter,” and to this extent it is misleading, though it can also mean “babble,” which is more pertinent to 1¥5.
GlaBner explicitly intends both meanings; ibid., 474 n. 6. Kraus also uses “stammelnd”; Hans-Joachim Kraus,
Psalms 60-150: A Commentary (trans. Hilton C. Oswald; Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1989), 370.

13 For an overview of the forms of paronomasia, or wordplay, in the Hebrew Bible, with an up-to-date
bibliography, see Scott B. Noegel, “Paronomasia,” EHLL 3:24-29. See also the recent in-depth study by
Jonathan Greenlee Kline, “Transforming the Tradition: Soundplay as an Interpretive Device in Innerbiblical
Allusions” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2014).

13 1t should be mentioned that it has frequently been observed that triliteral Semitic roots beginning with the
same two consonants often (though certainly not always) overlap semantically; consider, for example, 779, “to
split,” 779, “to divide,” and P19, “to tear apart.” Such a situation may be at work in the case of 17 and 5. These
semantic similarities may be attributable to the ultimate origin of these roots as modified biliteral roots, although
this view is problematic; see PMBH 188—89.

137 Geller, “Imagery in Ps 114,” 179, 191.
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138 These render 19

Alter, and certain modern published translations of the Hebrew Bible.
with a word such as “barbarous,” “barbaric,” and “barbarian,” related to Greek Bappapoc,
“non-Greek, foreign ... especially of language; ... brutal, rude.”'* The intended effect
appears to be to convey both linguistic otherness and also brutality. Alter writes: “The
Hebrew /o ‘ez corresponds exactly to the Greek term from which ‘barbarous’ and ‘barbaric’
are derived. Both indicate the utterance of unintelligible sounds instead of the articulate

speech of a civilized people.”140

There are two issues here. Firstly, do the Hebrew and Greek terms correspond? Secondly, are
“barbarous, etc.” appropriate English translations of 1¥2? In answering the first question, we
should point out once again that the single attestation of 1%, without significant clarifying
contextual information, is insufficient to inform us about the whole texture of the word in
ancient Hebrew, or in this verse in particular. Bappapog and 192 approximately correspond
insofar as the two indicate linguistic difference. I say “approximately” because BapPapog is
an onomatopoeic word that conveys the sound of a foreign language to the hearer, whereas
this does not seem to the case for 1¥%. But in the matter of brutality, we must be very cautious.
As mentioned above, in the Hebrew Bible Egypt is indeed depicted as treating the Israelites
harshly; thus if 199, like BapBapog, had such a behavioural connotation, it would be an
appropriate way of describing the Egyptians. But this is not the same as saying that 1v% did

have such a connotation, and that this connotation is being activated in Ps 114:1. Of this we

138 Artur Weiser, The Psalms: A Commentary (trans. Herbert Hartwell; London: SCM, 1962), 710; Robert Alter,
The Book of Psalms: A Translation with Commentary (New York: Norton, 2007), 405. As noted above, Dahood
also translates “barbaric,” though it is not clear whether he intends the connotation of “linguistic otherness” that
belongs to this word’s etymology; Dahood, Psalms, 3:134. Among English translations, the REB uses
“barbaric.” Douay-Rheims uses “barbarous,” probably under the influence of the Vulg.

9187 ad loc. See Chapter 6 for a fuller account of the Greek concept of “barbarity,” and its history and relation
to ideas in the Hebrew Bible.

140 Alter, Psalms, 405. Emphasis added.
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do not have clear evidence. Thus the range in meaning of Greek Bappapog exceeds what we

can claim to know of ancient Hebrew 1v5.

These considerations aid us in answering the second question, whether “barbarous, etc.” are
appropriate English translations of 19, “speaking unintelligibly.” But while linguistic
otherness belongs to the etymology of “barbarous, etc.,” the primary meaning in
contemporary usage is “brutal, uncivilized, savage,” which we cannot attribute to 1v%. Thus,
“barbarous, etc.” are highly misleading translations of 1¥%, ! and I would argue they are best

avoided.

C. The Use of v in Ps 114

Having established a broad meaning for 1¥%, we may now ask what the effect of using it in
Psalm 114:1 is. What is intended or achieved by describing Egypt as “a people speaking

unintelligibly” in this context?

We may first point out that 1¥% oY seems to express both the perspective of the psalmist, and
the experience of the Israelites delivered by Yahweh at the exodus. The main point is not that,
to the psalmist writing in his own age, the Egyptians are a people who speak unintelligibly;
rather, it is that the psalmist thinks that the Israelites who underwent the exodus considered
the Egyptians an 197 o¥. In this way we see how 1¥% 0¥ is less a claim about the inherent
nature of Egypt’s language than an attempt to convey Israel’s subjective experience of that
tongue. That is to say, Egyptian is not really nonsense, but, according to the psalmist, it

certainly seemed so to the “house of Jacob.”

1 Alter’s own translation, “barbarous-tongued folk,” attempts to highlight the specific connotation of
linguistic-otherness of the English word; Alter, Psalms, 405.
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According to some commentators, this description was an especially apposite one for how
Hebrew speakers perceived the (non-Semitic) Egyptian language, because of the relatively
greater differences between these two languages than between Hebrew and other Semitic

142 That is, the Egyptians stand out as a “jabbering people” because they spoke a

languages.
language that was particularly alien to the Israelites. This suggestion is credible, but if we
accept it, we should be aware that it involves making assumptions about the knowledge of the
psalmist, and of his audience. For this observation to have occurred to the psalmist (or be
relevant to his audience), he (and they) would need some real exposure both to the Egyptian

language, and to other Semitic languages. And while this is absolutely possible in most

periods of Israelite history, it should not be overlooked that it is not a given.

Whether or not 13 is used to depict a particularly extreme degree of linguistic difference, or
simply linguistic difference of some kind, the chief effect of describing the Egyptians as
speaking unintelligibly, as most commentators have pointed out, is to convey aspects of
Israel’s experience in Egypt. Feelings of disorientation and discomfort, alienation, and
powerlessness may be evoked by drawing attention to Egypt’s unintelligible speech (although

the context does not elaborate on these). 143

This may be more than simply an act of artistic
sympathy on the part of the psalmist, but rather describe an experience that resonated
particularly with the psalmist and his original audience in their historical circumstances, as
Hossfeld and Zenger propose. They attribute Ps 114 to the postexilic period, detecting in this

text dependence on motifs from Isaiah 40-55 (e.g., mountains, hills, seas, and rivers

responding to Yahweh’s deliverance; water springing from dry land), where Israel’s

142 Ullendorff, “C’est de I’hébreu,” 132; John Eaton, The Psalms: A Historical and Spiritual Commentary with
an Introduction and New Translation (London: T&T Clark, 2003), 394.

143 E.g., Eaton, Psalms, 394; Geller, “Imagery in Ps 114,” 192-93.
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liberation from Babylon is described. 144 Consequently, Hossfeld and Zenger suggest that
through mentioning the exodus from Egypt, the psalm simultaneously “or primarily looks
back to the second exodus, from Babylon.” Hossfeld and Zenger thus believe that “it is very

probable that the Babylonians are meant by the expression ‘people of strange language.”’145

We must agree with Hossfeld and Zenger that the psalm could hardly have failed to resonate
with the experience of Judaeans during and after the exile, whether deported or left behind,
since their linguistic situation was fundamentally changed after the defeat of the kingdom of
Judah.'*® But in our assessment of the intent of the psalm, we should not dismiss the fact that
this text explicitly sets out to describe the exodus from Egypt, not Babylon, and the wondrous
entry into Canaan across the Jordan (Ps 114:3—4; cf. the procession of the ark across the
wondrously divided Jordan in Josh 3—4). In the absence of clearly-late historical references,
the date of this text is uncertain. Thus I would not go so far as to claim that Psalm 114 is

“primarily” about the second exodus.

Another effect of using 1% in this psalm is to imply its opposite. As mentioned above, the
first verse of this psalm expresses a dramatic reversal: Israel moves from being Egypt’s
captive to Yahweh’s sanctuary (&7p) and dominion (1»Mm%wnn). This structure of reversal
leads the reader to suppose that the unintelligible talk that characterized life in Egypt also
drops away in the new situation, along with any accompanying alienation and unease. In this
way, the psalm seems to allude to a feeling of security one may have in a monolingual

environment that can only be fully appreciated with reference to the opposite situation: to be

14 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 199.

3 Ibid., 194. Similarly, John Goldingay, Psalms (3 vols.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2006-2008),
3:321. It might be noted that Israel’s linguistic distance from the Babylonians (speakers of Akkadian or, more
likely in the sixth century B.C.E, Aramaic) was not as dramatic as its distance from the Egyptians.

1 See Chapter 7 for a fuller discussion of this topic.
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in one’s homeland, surrounded by speakers of one’s native language, is comfortable in a way

that is most keenly felt on returning.

Once again, this is a sympathetic or compassionate observation on the part of the psalmist,
but its significance has been overemphasized. In Ps 114, the new linguistic situation for the
Israelites that arises after the exodus is not specifically mentioned, nor clearly contained in
the references to Yahweh’s “sanctuary” and “dominion.” For these reasons, I regard as far-
fetched the supposition shared by Geller and Hossfeld and Zenger, and mentioned above, that
Israel’s new linguistic situation in the psalm contains some universal significance. There
seems to be no indication in Ps 114 that Israel’s departure from Egypt results, or will
eventually result, in a universal language, the “pure speech” of humanity alluded to in Zeph
3:9, of the kind that reverses the divisions established at the overthrow of the tower of Babel

(Gen 11:1-9).'"

Rather, what this psalm does point to is the reality that different nations speak different
languages. Specifically, implicit in the description of exodus-era Egypt as a “people speaking
unintelligibly” is the view that the Hebrews, during their slavery, spoke a language other than
Egyptian. In the Hebrew Bible, Ps 114:1 is the only allusion to this view, although it does not
identify the language of the Israelites.'*® In rabbinic Jewish thought this assumption becomes
stalndalrd,149 and, at least in part, serves to answer the question, How did Israel maintain its
identity during its period of servitude among a foreign people? The book of Exodus suggests

that it was not Israel’s continued worship of its god that defined them. But according to

147 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 194; Geller, “Imagery in Ps 114,” 193-4.

'8 This psalm does not express this view if the description of Egypt as a jabbering people reflects the psalmist’s
perspective, rather than the exodus group’s. This is a possible interpretation of the psalm.

' See, e.g., Lev. Rab. 32.5, which claims that Israelites “did not change their language [anw/ 1% X5],” citing
Exod 5:3: “the God of the Hebrews has revealed himself to us” (emphasis added). In Ridley Scott’s recent
Hollywood blockbuster Exodus: Gods and Kings, the Israelites in Egypt are even shown using their own script
(the Palaeo-Hebrew script).
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traditional interpretation, language was one of the cultural elements of peoplehood that the

Israelites maintained, linking them to Abraham “the Hebrew.” '

Now, Ps 114:1 appears to pave the way for this line of thought. But it would be implausible
to claim that this identity-preserving function of the Israelites’ language is exhibited by the
psalm. For the specifically Israelite language (in contrast to which, Egyptian is gibberish) is
not identified here nor expressly referred to. Furthermore, the psalm does not stress the idea
of linguistic continuity in Israel, even if we might suspect that it presumes it. It is not
indicated that that language of the “house of Jacob” in Egypt is the same as that of Jacob’s
ancestors or distant descendants. Thus, Ps 114:1 should be identified as a likely first
attestation of the idea that the Israelites spoke their own language during their time in Egypt,

but the ramifications of that idea are at most only latent within it.

Overall, then, the use of 1¥2 in Ps 114 is suggestive and succinct: it presumes that the
Hebrews maintained their linguistic difference from the Egyptians during their bondage, and
perhaps indicates a perception about the great distance between Hebrew and Egyptian; and it
conveys a feeling of alienation in a multilingual setting, and the reversal of that feeling, by
referring to a (mytho-)historical period that may have resonances with the psalmist’s own
circumstances. Arguably the complexity of this usage illustrates that the presence of 1% in Ps

114:1 is the result of considered reflection on the meaning of linguistic diversity.

%0 Lev. Rab. 32.5. Similarly, this midrash asserts that the Israelites clung to other items of their cultural heritage,
including their names.
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D. The Egyptian Language in Ps 114 and Elsewhere

Although no name for the Egyptian language is attested in the Hebrew Bible, I regard this as
largely accidental, since there are a several clear indications in the Hebrew Bible beyond Ps
114:1 of the linguistic otherness of the Egyptians. 131 Set before the period of Israelite
servitude, the Joseph story contains such references. Acting as a high Egyptian official,
Joseph uses an interpreter (y°97) during negotiations with his Israelite brothers (Gen
42:23).1°% 1 oseph also receives an Egyptian name (111v5 NdX, sapanat pa néah; Gen 41:45),
and what is perhaps an Egyptian word, 772X, ‘abrék (Gen 41:43) is found in the narrative.
The prediction in Isa 19:18 about the speaking of the “language of Canaan” in five cities of
Egypt also presumes that in normal circumstances Egypt is linguistically other than Canaan.
But the language of the Egyptian masters is not a standard element in biblical retellings of the
oppression in Egypt and the flight therefrom, including in the book of Exodus.'> This theme

apparently was not an especially vivid or productive one in Israel’s cultural memory.

V. Chapter Summary

In this chapter, the three words for “a language” used in the Hebrew Bible were seen to have
overlapping ranges of meaning. Some diachronic distinctions may be apparent in their

distribution—71%% being found in all periods, and 9% being found in pre-exilic and exilic

"I The Egyptians referred to their language as r n kmt and mdt kmt, “the language of Egypt,” or otherwise
simply as “the language of men”; see Uljas, “Linguistic Consciousness,” 2, 3. No name for this language is
found in Akkadian, but in Aramaic, n°7¥» with the meaning “in Egyptian” is attested in two documents from
Elephantine; TADAE B3.7,10. Another use of msryt to refer to this language may be found in a Nabataean text
dated to 36 B.C.E. from a trade post in Egypt; see Richard N. Jones et al., “A Second Nabataean Inscription
from Tell esh-Shuqafiya, Egypt,” BASOR 269 (1998): 47-57, at 48, with discussion at 51, 52.

12 The meaning of the term 7> will be discussed in Chapter 7, in the context of a detailed discussion of
linguistic diversity in the Joseph story.

'3 See Chapter 3 for a discussion of the other case (also a psalm) in which the language of the oppressing
Egyptians may be mentioned, Ps 81:6.
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texts—and the use of these words suggests a close relationship between language and
ethnicity. In contrast, the names of particular languages attested in the Hebrew Bible do not
seem to be derived in any straightforward way from ethnic groups. Thus, these texts do not
attest to a consistent or systematic presentation of the relationship between language and
peoplehood. In addition, we saw in this chapter that the distinction between language and
dialect is not clearly stated in the Hebrew Bible, although observations pertinent to the issue
are made. Finally, rather than specifically “to speak a foreign language,” the verb 137 (Ps
114:1) appears to mean “to speak unintelligibly” in reference to the Egyptians, and was used

succinctly in that psalm to great effect.
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Chapter 3

The Past and Future of Linguistic Diversity

I. Introduction

This chapter continues to investigate some of the concerns of Chapter 2—the relationship
between people and language, and the role of language in establishing distinctions. In this
chapter, I move to a discussion of texts that depict the beginnings of linguistic and national
diversity, and those that may envisage the future removal of boundaries between languages

and peoples.

To begin, the question of the origins of linguistic diversity will be addressed, through a
consideration of the Table of Nations (Gen 10) and the Tower of Babel episode (Gen 11:1-9),
in light of potentially relevant comparative evidence. The joint presentation of linguistic and
ethnic diversity in these texts will be explored, and the perspectives of the two texts
contrasted. I shall also examine Yahweh’s role in confusing the language of humanity in the
Babel episode, and the story’s possibly negative evaluation of the world’s linguistically

diverse condition.

Corresponding to this discussion of the origins of linguistic diversity, I shall examine several
prophetic texts which may predict a change in the world’s linguistic situation in the future
(Zeph 3:9; Isa 19:18; Zech 8:23). These texts invite us to consider the question of whether the
Hebrew Bible expresses an idea that some particular language has a specific or unique
religious function. Finally, through an analysis of Ps 81:6 I shall discuss the issue of whether

in the Hebrew Bible a boundary exists between the divine realm and the human with respect
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to language: is a divine language, the speech of heaven, distinguished from terrestrial human

language by the biblical authors?

I1. The Origins of Linguistic Diversity: The Table of Nations (Gen 10)

Two texts in the Hebrew Bible address the the history of the distinction between languages,
and the associated distinction between peoples. The perspectives of these accounts appear to
be contrasting, but have often been related. In this section, I shall examine the role and
meaning of language, and the distinctions associated with it, in these two texts separately,

before exploring the relationship between them.

A. The Table of Nations (Gen 10): Language, Clan, Land, and Nation

Following the conclusion of the flood narrative, and the episode of Noah’s drunkenness, the
so-called Table of Nations presents, in three sections, the genealogy of Noah’s sons, Japheth
(vv. 2-5), Ham (vv. 6-20), and Shem (vv. 21-31). The conclusion of each genealogy is in the
following form (with minor variations): ;7132 oN¥IR2 aNWS5 onnow»? an °32 77X “These are
the descendants of Ham, by their clans, their languages, in their lands, their nations.” (Gen
10:20; cf. 5, 31)." I shall here consider the role language plays as a boundary marker in this

text.

' NRSV modified. The singular “language” appears in v. 5, in the distributive phrase /9% ¥X, “each by its
language.” This verse also contains a variant order of the elements, though retains the prepositional usage of vv.
20, 31. The whole Table concludes with a comparable formula that lacks reference to language: “These are the
clans of Noah’s sons, according to their genealogies, in their nations”; v. 32.
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1. Form

According to traditional source-critical analysis, the Table of Nations is a composite text.” A
unit from the Priestly source (P) provides the structure and is primarily genealogical. Entries
are of the form: “The descendants of Shem: Elam, Ashur, Arpachshad, Lud, and Aram. The
descendants of Aram: etc.” (vv. 22-23). Notably for our purposes, the three closing formulae
that contain references to “languages” are assigned to P (vv. 5, 20, 31). Into this unit have
been inserted two extended portions of J material (Gen 10:8-19, 24-30), which is more
heterogeneous, including narrative elements (the feats of the empire builder and proverbial
hunter, Nimrod; vv. 8—12),3 territorial notes (e.g., v. 19), and a name explanation (of Peleg,

“in whose days the earth was split [provided with canals?; YR 739911 v. 25).4

Despite the composite nature of this text, there is a coherent structure in Gen 10, which
moves through the descendants of each of Noah’s sons with little repetition (although another
list of Shem’s descendants [Gen 11:10-26; P] is given after the Tower of Babel episode).
Moreover, the typologically significant number of names listed in MT, seventy, suggests that

a clear rationale pervades the whole.’

2 See, e.g., Westermann, Genesis, 1:499.

? On possibilities for the identity of the biblical figure of Nimrod (as a human or divine Mesopotamian figure),
see Yigal Levin, “Nimrod the Mighty, King of Kish, King of Sumer and Akkad,” VT 52 (2002): 350-66; and
also Karel van der Toorn and Pieter W. van der Horst, “Nimrod before and after the Bible,” HTR 83 (1990): 1—
29.

* For further discussion of Peleg, see the discussion below on the relationship between the Table of Nations and
the Tower of Babel episode.

> LXX has seventy-one. On the significance of the number seventy in the Hebrew Bible, see Goran Friberg,
“Numbers and Counting,” ABD 4:1579-88, at 1587-88.
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2. om5% “By their languages”: Language as One Factor in Ethnic Boundaries

The Table of Nations claims to list the clans, nations, and territories of Noah’s sons’

descendants, “each by its language [ wx].”

In this repeated formula, we find language
associated with several other terms emphasizing different dimensions of the world’s human
communities: AndWn, “clan, family,” which focuses on communities structured by kinship
bonds; "3, “nation, people,” denoting a large human community with connotations of political
organization; and y7X, “land, country” which specifies the territory occupied by a

community. The contribution of "¢ is in raising the issue of the distinctive mode of speech

in which the members of a group communicate among each other.

The formula in the Table of Nations is thus comparable to the Aramaic phrase XX XY 92
X219, “all peoples, nations, and tongues,” found in Daniel (e.g. 3:4, 7, 29). In that phrase, as
was discussed earlier, 1¢2 has the meaning “linguistic community” rather than “language.” I
do not, however, see good reason for understanding 1% in Gen 10 in this way. It is not that
we here have various types of communities referred to—clans vs. nations vs. countries vs.
linguistic communities; rather, the formula is pointing out that human beings are bound

together by several types of bonds into overlapping communities.

Among these different forms of diversity among communities, however, language is

apparently not primary. For the familial structure of relationships between peoples that the
Table presents does not correspond to the family tree of languages that modern linguistics
constructs. This is despite the fact that linguists have applied the Table’s names—Hamitic,

Japhetic, and, especially still, Semitic—to large branches of that family tree. This disparity

® For the use of the lamed preposition with the meaning “according to, after, by,” see BDB %, 510a—518a, at
516a.
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may be seen, for instance, in the situation of Elam and Canaan, as Nahum Sarna points out.”
We may suspect that factors of regional and cultural similarity are at work in the presentation
of Elam as a son of Shem and brother of Ashur and Aram, despite the fact that Elamite is a
language isolate. Conversely, the Canaanites, the closest linguistic (and cultural) neighbours
of the Israelites, are clearly separated from Israel as part of a wide-reaching identity polemic
in the Hebrew Bible: Israel is a descendant of Shem, through Eber and Abraham, whereas
Canaan springs from Ham, and is brother to Egypt and Cush (Nubia).® Thus, it appears that a
confluence of several disparate factors are at work in structuring the Table of Nations, and
that similarity of language is neither necessary nor sufficient to establish the kinship of

peoples here.

3. The Languages of Gen 10

Nevertheless, the formulaic phraseology of vv. 5, 20, 31, “each according to its language,”
does suggest that there is a straightforward correspondence between ethnicity and speech:
languages and nations exist in a ratio of 1:1. Yet the seventy nations listed in the Table vastly
exceed the number of languages to which the Hebrew Bible refers. Moreover, we could not
expect the authors/redactors of this text to have been familiar with the languages of more than
a few of peoples listed in Gen 10. In that respect this text appears to be displaying schematic
or systematizing intent, assuming rather than demonstrating an abstract principle of

correspondence of language to people. As Claus Westermann and others have noted, this is in

" Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation (JPS Torah
Commentary; Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 68.

¥ Canaan here consists of the Phoenicians (Sidonians), Amorites, Hittites, Jebusites, etc. Others of Israel’s close
neighbours in the southern Levant are elsewhere presented as close Semitic kin of Israel: Ammon and Moab are
the sons of Abraham’s nephew Lot (Gen 19); and Edom/Esau is the brother of Jacob/Israel brother (Gen 25).
The Philistines are said to be descendants of Ham, through Egypt (Gen 10:14).
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accordance with the Priestly author’s ordered presentation of other phenomena in the

Pentateuch.’

In fact, strictly speaking, no glottonyms are given in the Table, of the form we encounter
elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible—*language [no/1w?] of X or “ethnonym + if suffix”
Instead, the Table contains a mixed list of ethnonyms and toponyms, presented for the most
part as eponymous ancestors. '’ But since it contains such people- and place-names, it is
natural that this list includes names associated with distinct ancient languages. Among this
list are several nations or territories associated elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible with a
particular language: Aram, Canaan, and Egypt."'' The list also contains reference to ancient
peoples/places whom we know to have had distinct languages: Elam, Akkad, 12 Javan
(Greece), etc. 13 The ancestor of the Hebrews, Eber, is, of course, mentioned although, as
discussed above, this name is not given to the Hebrew language in the Hebrew Bible.
However, despite the fact that we can associate a number of these peoples with known

languages, we cannot know how many of these languages the biblical authors were aware of.

% Claus Westermann, Genesis: A Commentary (trans. John J. Scullion; 3 vols.; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1984—
1986), 1:501-3.

10 For identifications, with greater or lesser degrees of certainty, see, e.g., Westermann, Genesis, 1:504-28. In
the material attributed to J, some groups are listed as gentilic pl. forms, e.g., 2>nwo, “Philistines” (Gen 10:14).

' Arpachshad (7%/597X) should perhaps be added to this list, if the name is to be associated with the Chaldeans
(0°72); see John Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Genesis (ICC; New York:
Scribner, 1910), 210-20. The two other peoples/places that are clearly associated with languages in the Hebrew
Bible are not present here: Ashdod and Judah. The origins of Judah and the other sons of Israel are described
much later in Genesis.

12 Akkadi(m) is the Akkadian word for the Akkadian language, though the geographical and ethnic use of
“Akkad” and “the Akkadians” in Akkadian literature varies through time; CAD Al akkadii at 272a-273a.

" Shinar (1y1w}) may belong among these if it is related to “Sumer”, Akk. Sumeru(m), but it is more likely that

the name is related to the Mesopotamian region/people referred to in cuneiform documents as Sankhara, Eg.
Sngr; see Ran Zadok, “The Origin of the Name Shinar” ZA 74 (1984): 241-4.
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4. Accounting for and Evaluating Linguistic Diversity in Gen 10

In the multinational world depicted in the Table of Nations, linguistic diversity receives no
special explanation. Such diversity accompanies the dispersion of peoples after the flood—
that is, linguistic difference is associated with geographical separation of kin groups. But the
process by which each people came to possess its own territory and language is not
envisaged. In this sense I regard J. Severino Croatto as incorrect in stating that this text
“explained [linguistic diversity] by way of genealogy.”14 Gen 10 simply presumes the

existence of various languages in the world.

Since Gen 10 lacks an explanation of that diversity, it is also devoid of information on which
we might base an assessment of how it evaluates the multilingual status of the world. To
ascertain this, scholars have looked to the relationship between Gen 10 and the flood story.
Bill T. Arnold writes that the Table of Nations exhibits “a positive appraisal of human
dispersion,” because it fulfils God’s postdiluvial blessing on Noah’s family, “Be fruitful and
multiply, and fill the earth” (Gen 9:1, 7)."> This renews God’s blessing bestowed upon all
humanity at creation (Gen 1:28), both texts exhibiting distinctively Priestly characteristics.
But while this seems the correct way to understand the dispersion of humanity in Gen 10, is
not clear that linguistic diversity per se is a manifestation of this blessedness. Genesis 10 does
not say as much. Since this is uncertain, we do not know whether to describe as positive the
evaluation of the earth’s multilingualism in Gen 10. And for sure, “linguistic diversity as

boon” is not an emphasized or central theme of the text. Therefore, it seems safer to say

' J. Severino Croatto, “A Reading of the Story of the Tower of Babel from the Perspective of Non-Identity:
Genesis 11:1-9 in the Context of Its Production,” in Teaching the Bible: The Discourses and Politics of Biblical
Pedagogy (ed. Fernando F. Segovia and Mary Ann Tolbert; Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1998), 203-223, at
219.

BBill T. Arnold, Genesis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 119.
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merely that Gen 10 presents linguistic diversity as a fact of life, and one that is intimately

linked with mankind’s ethnic and territorial distinctions.

B. The Tower of Babel Episode (Gen 11:1-9)

Besides Gen 10, the following unit, Gen 11:1-9, is the other text that we should examine on
the subject of the origins of multilingualism. In the story of the building of the city and tower
of Babel, we find a mythical exposition of the phenomenon of linguistic diversity. This
account explains linguistic diversity as arising out of an interaction of conflicting human and
divine motives. This tale is the most extended reflection on the topic in the Hebrew Bible, and
the only biblical narrative which has linguistic diversity as a primary focus. The text thus
merits detailed attention in a consideration of attitudes towards linguistic diversity in the
Hebrew Bible. In this section, I shall consider the meaning and significance through several
topics, in particular: the unity of Gen 11:1-9; the idea of language in this text, including the
terminology 715w and 0>71% 0°727; the attitudes towards linguistic unity and diversity in the
text, including the question of sin and punishment in this story; a possible Sumerian parallel
to the story; and finally the relationship between the Tower of Babel episode and the text just

discussed, the Table of Nations.
1. Gen 11:1-9

NI TING TR WYL 0TRR DYRIR WL [0vIIN 01T NN ARl vIRT2 M
1287 M1a97 07 "EA AR AR 001 ma2%1 127 MPTOR UK N oy 1mun
oW 1YY AW W T Y a1y 3 3N * v ogy m vom
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! Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. 2 And as they
migrated from the east, they came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and settled
there. 3 And they said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks, and burn them
thoroughly.” And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for mortar. 4 Then they
said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens,
and let us make a name for ourselves; otherwise we shall spread abroad upon the
face of the whole earth.” * Yahweh came down to see the city and the tower,
which the humans had built. ®* And Yahweh said, “Look, they are one people, and
they have all one language; and this is only the beginning of what they will do;
nothing that they plan to do will now be impossible for them. ? Come, let us go
down, and mix their language there, so that they will not understand one another’s
language.” S0 Yahweh spread them abroad from there over the face of all the
earth, and they left off building the city. ° Therefore it was called Babel, because
there Yahweh mixed the language of all the earth; and from there Yahweh spread
them abroad over the face of all the earth. ' (Gen 11:1-9)

2. Textual Issues

The text of Gen 11:1-9 is largely secure. The only major variant to MT occurs in v. 8 of LXX
and SP, where a third reference to the tower is found at the end of the verse: “they left off
building the city and the tower [kai TOv Topyov = 7ani1 NX1*].” This may have been omitted
in MT through homoioteleuton, since the first word of v. 9, 9¥, ends in lamed, like 27n.
Alternatively, it may have been added in SP and LXX in order to harmonize v. 8 with vv. 4,

5, where city and tower are mentioned together.

3. Context

The Tower of Babel episode immediately follows the Table of Nations , and is followed by a
genealogy, from Shem, of Terah and his son Abram (Gen 11:10-32)."” The Tower of Babel is

thus the final narrative episode in the Primaeval History (Gen 1-11). This is the last story in

16 NRSV modified.

' The relationship between Gen 10 and Gen 11:1-9 will be discussed at the end of this section.
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which Yahweh is shown interacting with humanity as a whole; after this point, the narrator
focuses on Yahweh’s relations with a single man and the people that springs from him. Gen
10 and 11 lay the groundwork for the election of Abram, by depicting the break-up of the

original unity of mankind.

4. Form: The Unity of Gen 11:1-9

As it stands, Gen 11:1-9 displays a clearly-structured progression: after the narrator sets the
scene (v.1-2), the human beings plan and undertake a course of action, which is conveyed to
the reader through direct speech (vv. 3—4); next, Yahweh assesses and responds to the plans
of the humans, which is also conveyed to the reader through direct speech (vv. 5-8); finally,
the narrator closes the story with a note of broader significance (v. 9). As Umberto Cassuto
pointed out, this structure is augmented by frequent alliteration of bet, lamed, and nun, as in

0°13% 73291 (v. 3), 7921 (v. 7), and 993, so that the name “Babel” echoes throughout the tale. '®

Yet despite these indications of structure, Hermann Gunkel and, more recently, Christoph
Uehlinger have argued that Gen 11:1-9 shows signs of being a composite text. Gunkel
proposed that Gen 11:1-9 is composed of two originally distinct accounts, later combined by
the author of the Yahwistic Pentateuchal source (J). ' In one episode, the “tower recension,”
humanity begins to build a mighty tower in Shinar as a measure against spreading across the
earth, but Yahweh spread them nonetheless. In the second episode, the ‘“Babel recension,” the

humans intend to make a name for themselves by building a great city, but their city acquires

'8 Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Genesis: Part II: From Noah to Abraham (trans. by Israel
Abrahams; Jerusalem: Magnes, 1964), 232-33.

' Hermann Gunkel, Genesis (Macon, Ga.: Mercer University Press, 1997; trans. Mark E. Biddle, with foreword
by Ernest W. Nicholson; trans. of the 3d German ed.; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1910), 94-98.
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the ironic name Babel after Yahweh inflicts linguistic diversity upon them. > Uehlinger’s
theory posits only a single original account, stemming from the Neo-Assyrian period and
addressing Sargon II's imperial policies. This first account was subject to three redactional
phases, including one that reoriented the tale to the circumstances of the reign of the Neo-
Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar I1.%' The primary evidence for both scholars in dividing
the account is the duality they detect in the story: two building projects (tower vs. city), two
motives by humans (to avoid dispersing vs. to make a name), two descents of Yahweh, two

responses by Yahweh (scattering people vs. mixing languages).

If either of these theses were correct, they would be highly pertinent to our understanding of
the role of language in this story, since they seek to separate the idea of the spread of
humanity from the notion of mankind’s linguistic diversity. These source/redaction-critical
analyses, however, may be challenged. Joel Baden has argued that the traditional principles
of source criticism cannot be used to demonstrate multiplicity in this text.** For one thing,
only a single divine name, 717, is used to refer to the Israelite god. Moreover, there are no
contradictions within the story that would be explained through the combination of sources.
In particular, Baden points out that the apparent doublets can be convincingly explained as
original to a single literary composition.”> Yahweh’s dual descent, for example, is clearly
explained in Gen 11: Yahweh first comes down to earth “(in order) to see” the status of the
city and the tower (v. 5), whereas the purpose of his second descent (vv. 7-8) is to sabotage

the project. As for the pair 2731 7y, “city and tower” (vv. 4, 5), Westermann has indicated

% A convenient division of Gen 11:1-9 into the two accounts that Gunkel reconstructs may be found in Joel
Baden, “The Tower of Babel: A Case Study in the Competing Methods of Historical and Modern Literary
Criticism,” JBL 128 (2009): 209-24, 210.

! See Uehlinger, Weltreich, 291-338.
22 See Baden, “The Tower of Babel,” 217-18.

* Westermann attributes any other relics of multiplicity in the story to its preliterary history; Westermann,
Genesis, 1:537.
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that this should be seen as hendiadys, expressing a single concept: a certain type of city is
meant, a fortified city, or a city with an alcropolis.24 Whereas Hebrew 7Y can refer to human
settlements of varying magnitudes, including rural towns, only a metropolis could serve as a

landmark for all humanity, and to establish their reputation.25

Thus, we lack good indications that Gen 11:1-9 is a composite text,?® and the episode should
therefore be interpreted as a unity. For our purposes in particular, this will mean treating the
spread of humanity across the earth together with the notion of humanity’s linguistic
diversity. Before turning to an interpretation of the text, however, let us consider a potentially

illuminating parallel from Sumerian literature.

5. “The Spell of Nudimmud”: A Sumerian Parallel to Gen 11:1-9?

A Sumerian text has been cited as providing a parallel to the biblical story of the Tower of
Babel. The text is the so-called “Spell of Nudimmud,” a short section of an epic composition,
Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta. This text is attested in tablets from the Old Babylonian
period, but describes a much earlier age in which the ruler of Uruk, Enmerkar, is engaged in a
long conflict with the lord of Aratta, a polity somewhere in the Iranian highlands, in which

Enmerkar benefits from his guile and from the favour of the goddess Ishtar.

24 Westermann, Genesis, 1:534. This would explain the absence of 271 in MT v. 8: the tower is included in the
reference to the city.

* A strong current in scholarship on the Tower of Babel account identifies the influence of the monumental
ziggurats of southern Mesopotamia in the reference to the “tower” in this story. See, for instance, John H.
Walton, “The Mesopotamian Background of the Tower of Babel Account and Its Implications,” BBR 5 (1995):
155-75, at 155. For arguments against this identification, see, e.g., Uehlinger, Weltreich, 231-36. This matter
does not greatly affect my interpretation of the Tower of Babel account.

%% Ronald Hendel and Peter Harland give further arguments against the redaction-critical analysis of Uehlinger;
see Ronald S. Hendel, review of Christoph Uehlinger, Weltreich und “eine Rede”: eine neue Deutung der
sogenannten Turmbauerzdhlung (Gen 11, 1-9), CBQ 55 (1993): 785-87; Peter J. Harland, “Vertical or
Horizontal: The Sin of Babel,” VT 48 (1998): 515-33, at 517-19.

91



Since its initial translation and interpretation by Kramer,?’ the Spell has been the subject of
numerous studies, disputing major and minor points of its interpretation.28 A translation by

Thorkild Jacobsen is included here:

In those days, there being no snakes, there being no scorpions,

There being no hyenas, there being no lions,

There being no dogs or wolves,

There being no(thing) fearful or hair-raising,

Mankind had no opponents

In those days in the countries Subartu, Hamazi,

Bilingual Sumer being the great country of princely office,

The region Uri being a country in which was what was appropriate,

The country Mardu lying in safe pastures,

(In) the (whole) compass of heaven and earth the people entrusted (to him)

Could address Enlil, verily, in but a single tongue.

In those days, (having) lordly bouts, princely bouts, and royal bouts

(Did) Enki, (having) lordly bouts, princely bouts, and royal bouts

Having lordly bouts fought, having princely bouts fought, and having royal bouts
fought,

Did Enki, lord of abundance, lord of effective command,

Did the lord of intelligence, the country's clever one,

Did the leader of the gods,

Did the sagacious omen-revealed lord of Eridu

Estrange the tongues in their mouths as many as were put there

The tongues of men which were one. (ELA 135—55)29

According to Kramer’s interpretation, the story presents an original ideal “golden age” for

humanity, when linguistic diversity had not yet entered the world; Enki (called Nudimmud in

" Samuel N. Kramer, Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta: A Sumerian Epic Tale of Iraq and Iran (Philadelphia:
University Museum, University of Philadelphia, 1952). Kramer had previously published the Spell portion
separately (idem, “Man’s Golden Age”), and supplemented this when additional fragments came to light (idem,
“‘Babel’ of Tongues”).

¥ See especially Jacob Klein, “The So-Called ‘Spell of Nudimmud’ (ELA 134-155): A Re-Examination” in
Studi sul vicino oriente antico dedicati alla memoria di Luigi Cagni (ed. Simonetta Graziani; Naples: Instituto
universitario orientale, 2000), 2:563—84; H. L. J. Vanstiphout, “Another Attempt at the ‘Spell of Nudimmud.’”
RA 88 (1994): 135-54; Thorkild Jacobsen, “The Spell of Nudimmud,” in “Sha ‘arei Talmon”: Studies in the
Bible, Qumran, and the Ancient Near East Presented to Shemaryahu Talmon (ed. Michael Fishbane and
Emanuel Tov; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1992), 403-416.

* Thorkild Jacobsen, The Harps that Once...: Sumerian Poetry in Translation (New Haven: Yale University

Press, 1987), 289-90. Jacobsen’s translation in COS 1:547—48 differs at several points, but not in ways that
affect the understanding of the story for the purposes of a comparison with Gen 11:1-9.
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his capacity as creator) introduced linguistic diversity, perhaps because of some rivalry

between him and Enlil, evident in other myths though unstated in this context; and this story
fits into the narrative as an explanation for why international diplomacy must be carried out.
However, there are many points of great uncertainty in interpreting this text. I shall mention

only four that are relevant to assessing the pertinence of this text to Gen 11:1-9.

Firstly, the temporality of the Spell has been disputed; Vanstiphout and Black interpret the
final line as a reference to the present—*the tongue of mankind is truly one.” Secondly, it is
not clear whether linguistic diversity really enters the world for the first time here, since we
have a reference to “bilingual [perhaps: harmonious; eme hamun] Sumer” in the
introduction.”! Thirdly, this does not seems to be a story about the whole world, but about
Mesopotamia in particular, as the specifying place names suggest (Sumer, Subartu, Mardu,
Uri); this region may, however, stand for the whole world in this case. Fourthly, the “single
tongue” may not refer to the human communication system in general, but to the prayers of

humanity in “address [to] Enlil.”

It should be apparent that the relevance of the Spell as a parallel to Gen 11:1-9 is greatly
reduced if, on even one of these points, Kramer was mistaken. For the major supposed
commonalities between the texts—unity of human language in the period of myth, and
subsequent division by a divine agent—are subject to doubt. The setting of both in
Mesopotamia is shared, but this is not alone does not show that the Spell of Nudimmud is
helpful in understanding the Tower of Babel episode. In fact, the Spell contains none of the

clearly Mesopotamian elements of Gen 11:1-9—the great plain, the use of bitumen, the

30 Vanstiphout, “Spell of Nudimmud,” 141; ETCSL, “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta,” line 155.

*! The interpretation of the Sumerian phrase eme hamun, which appears to be able to express both “harmony”
and “opposition” is disputed. A discussion of the various opinions that have been offered for its meaning in this
context and elsewhere is found in Klein, “Spell of Nudimmud,” 567-68 n. 26. The phrase will be discussed
further at a later point in this chapter.
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baking of brick, urbanism, monumental structure—and an explanation should be sought for
them other than familiarity with the events referred to in the Spell.3 2 Thus, I do not regard the
Spell of Nudimmud as relevant here, beyond serving as a fairly general cross-cultural parallel
as a story that explains the emergence of diverse lalngualges.33 To this theme in the Babel

story I shall now turn, beginning with an analysis of the terminology used.

6. “Language” in Gen 11:1-9: Terminology
1. 719: Unity and Diversity of Language

19 is a keyword in Gen 11:1-9, expressing one of the episode’s central themes. The word
occurs five times in the narrative in the following phrases: nrX 75, “one language/speech”
(v. 1, 6); anay, “their language/speech” (v. 7); 1y nol v K, “each other’s language/speech”
(v. 7); ¥R 92 notv, “the language/speech of the whole earth” (v. 9). The noun is always in
the singular, and occurs in the narrator’s framework and in the speech of Yahweh. There are
several interpretative difficulties involving the use of 719% in the narrative. I shall first

consider a small syntactic difficulty, then a more pervasive semantic one.

Firstly, the opening sentence of the episode presents a minor syntactic difficulty: Y87 92
appears to be the subject of *7™; thus literally “the whole earth was one lalngualge/speech.”34
But what does this mean? Of course, humans cannot be “languages” in the sense of

“communicative verbal systems,” but as discussed above, they can be “linguistic

2 Even if no genetic relationship exists between the Spell and the Babel episode, the Spell might be useful in
providing a typological parallel. However, the obscurity of the action and sense of the Spell reduces the text’s
usefulness in this regard.

33 Many such parallels could be cited; see Theodore H. Gaster, Myth, Legend, and Custom in the Old Testament:
A Comparative Study with Chapters from Sir James G. Frazer’s Folklore in the Old Testament (New York:
Harper & Row, 1969), at 132-38.

#*30 Baden, “Tower of Babel,” 217.
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communities.” However, it would be odd to find this usage for 5% in Gen 11:1: while /9,
under the influence of Aramaic, does mean “linguistic community” in a few late biblical
texts, 79w, as we have seen, is not used in this way. Instead, v. 6 makes it clear what the
intended sense of v. 1 is: that the whole earth had a single language (2732 nnx 15%1), which is
how this verse is usually translated. Perhaps the phrase nnX 75 in v. 1 is adverbial:*’ they

were “of or in one language/speech.”

Next we should consider the issue of the semantic value of 75 in this narrative. Croatto and
Uehlinger have argued that in Gen 11:1-9 the word does not mean ““a particular language,”
which they regard as solely expressed by 1% in biblical Hebrew; rather it means more
generally “speech,” Rede.* Thus, the purpose of the story is not (simply—so Uehlinger; at
all—so Croatto) to explain the diversity of the world’s languages, but rather the fundamental
disunity of human discourse, whether carried out in one or many individual languages.
Uehlinger states that nnxX 75 here expresses “nicht nur ‘Einsprachigkeit’ in einem
linguistischen Sinne, sondern dariiber hinaus auch ‘Einstimmigkeit’ im Sinne der geeinten,

gemeinsamen Intention.””’

For Croatto, what arises out of Yahweh’s confusing of humanity’s
conceptual unity is “the negation of all communication,” rather than the diffusion of various

languages.38

However, there is good reason, to favour the interpretation of 75% as “a particular language”
over “speech.” Firstly, we should point out that, contrary to these scholars’ arguments, 75%

can indeed, like %%, mean “a particular language” in the Hebrew Bible. This is made most

3 For parallel constructions, see, e.g., IBHS §10.2.2.

%% Uehlinger, Weltreich, 348; Croatto, “Tower of Babel,” 202. Croatto uses this to support his argument that the
Babel story does not depict the multiplication of human languages.

7 “not only ‘monolingualism’ in a linguistic sense, but furthermore also ‘unanimity’ in the sense of a united,
common intent”; Uehlinger, Weltreich, 349.

38 Croatto, “Tower of Babel,” 219.
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clear in the reference to 1v15 now, “the language of Canaan” in Isa 19: 18.%° 1t is also the
natural interpretation of 719% when used in parallel with "'&2 meaning “a language” (e.g., Isa

28:11; 33:19; Ezek 3:5-6).

Secondly, the use of 7o% alongside oy makes the meaning “a particular language, a national
idiom”: 0%3% nnR 751 TR oY 17, “Look, they are one people, and they have all one
lang:,fuage.”40 As Block has pointed out, the general relation “ethnic group : : language (Qv/"3 :
: Y or 1oW)” is commonly expressed throughout the Hebrew Bible (e.g., Gen 10:5; Deut
28:49; Ezek 3:5-6; Esth 1:22).41 In contrast, the link of “ethnic group : : discourse/ideology”
is not so explicitly or frequently made. Thus, when we see 75 together with oy it is natural

to understand it as “a particular language.” 42

Finally, the meaning “a particular language” is perfectly intelligible throughout. All the earth
had one language; that is, they called everything by the same names, and translation and
interpretation were not required (vv. 1, 6). Yahweh confuses this language (vv. 7, 9), in that
he introduces division and diversity into it, with the result that several distinct languages
arise.” As a consequence, no one understands the language that anyone else speaks (v. 7,4

so that global cooperation is no longer possible. In contrast, the action of the story is harder to

% Uehlinger disputes this; Uehlinger, Weltreich, 348. See above for a discussion of his position and arguments
in favour of mine.

* Berlin remarks that in this verse the parallelism (nnx 7521 77X 0¥) serves to link these ideas especially closely;
Berlin, Biblical Parallelism, 42—43.

*I Block, “National Identity,” 328. Block claims that it is “indisputable” that this same association is being made
in Gen 11:6.

** We might also note that in Gen 11:1-6, 75t must denote something countable (humanity has one of them).
This is clearly the case if 719% means “a particular language,” but less so if it means “speech”/Rede.

# Alternatively, in vv. 7 and 9 we may be dealing with the meaning “speech” (rather than “a particular
language”), referring to “the sum total of whatever the humans spoke”: the sum total of human speaking
becomes a mixed-up jumble, because it now consists of several distinct languages.

* Here we may compare the distributive construction %797 na &K 1w X2, “they will not understand one
another’s language,” to two usages in the book of Esther: 11/%3 o1 oy, “to every people in its own language”
(Esth 1:22; 3:12; 8:9); and my 1W/92 12 . . . WK 9, “every man should . . . speak according to the language of
his people” (Esth 1:22).
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grasp if the meaning is “speech”: the earth had one set of ideas (did it have a single language
to express them in?), and Yahweh caused people to have divergent discourses (how does this
relate to the claim that they could not no longer understand each other?); as a result there is

disunity of action and purpose in the world. This is a less intelligible and compelling story.

For these reasons, 719% should be understood as meaning “a language” in Gen 11:1-9. While
Uehlinger and Croatto are correct to detect an original unity of purpose among the humans,
this is not expressed through the semantic value of 75®. Strictly speaking, the function of the
“single language” in the plot is as the precondition for collective human thought and action. It
allows them to decide to build the city, and to build it. Yahweh removes this precondition by
diversifying language, rendering agreement impossible to ascertain, and cooperation

impossible to achieve, rather than directly creating discord among the intentions of humanity.

Croatto’s and Uehlinger’s detection of a relationship between, on the one hand, ethno-
linguistic unity, and singleness of purpose and action in this narrative is not mistaken,
however. It is not simply that shared language facilitates the unanimous formation and
implementation of a plan in Gen 11:1-9. It is also that we expect a group bound by kinship
and language to have one set of interests, and to work together to achieve them. And we
expect discord to arise when humanity is divided into distinct ethno-linguistic groups, and so
Yahweh’s dispersion of humanity probably does imply the emergence of strife, even if the
text does not state this. But we read the Tower of Babel story in this way because of our
understanding of how nations or peoples function, not because of a specific semantic value of
75 as “unanimity.” In other words, linguistic and ethnic unity are proxies, markers, or

correlates of unity of purpose and action; but they are not identical with that unity.
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1. DR 27, dabarim "dhadim

The meaning of the phrase 01X 0°727, dabarim ‘ahdadim, which appears only in v. 1, is
disputed, and scholars are divided as to the interpretation of both elements. It is clear that 727
here has a meaning related to its first chief sense “word, utterance” rather than its second,
“thing, matter.” This is apparent from the broad linguistic theme of the story, and specifically
from its use in conjunction (or parallel) with 75, “speech, language,” in this verse.*” But the
specific value of 727 is less clear. As for 2>, scholars have generally been in agreement
that Gen 11:1 does not contain the meaning most often attested for this plural form—*few,
not many,” as in Gen 29:20: “So Jacob served seven years for Rachel, and they seemed to
him but a few days [2>71X 2°1°3] because of the love he had for her” (so also Gen 27:44; Dan
11:20).*® This meaning may be rejected because the claim that the builders had a limited
stock of words does not have clear relevance for the story. However, scholars differ as to
what meaning to attribute to it instead. I shall now consider the various proposals for
understanding the phrase that have been made. Three understandings have been proposed: 1)
DX 0°727 as “the same vocabulary”; 2) 2>71X 0°727 as “one language”; and 3) 0°71X 0°127 as

47
2 I

“a pair of dialects. shall consider these in turn.

* Nevertheless one ancient midrash takes the word to mean “things,” so that 2*71X 2127 means “property held
in common”: “What this one held in his possession was held in the possession of the other”’; Gen. Rab. 38.6.

*® The understanding of 2> as “few, not many” in Gen 11:1 does appear in ancient sources, however. For
instance, Gen. Rab. regards this verse as giving paratextual information: the “generation of the division” ( 117
m2971) had “few words” in the sense that only nine verses were devoted to their tale in the book of Genesis; Gen.
Rab. 38.6.

*" Tg. Neof. and Tg. Ps.-Jon. contain reference to the “single counsel” (7771 7%°y; X1 Xv°) of humanity,

apparently understanding 0°127 as referring to the “words” that the humans spoke to one another when deciding
to build the tower (Gen 11:3,4).
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a. Westermann’s Proposal: The Same Vocabulary

Westermann exhibits the most typical interpretation of 2727 when he translates it as Vokabel,
“vocabulary.”48 That is, 2°727 is taken as a true plural, “words,” here referring to the total set
of words in a given language—that is, its vocabulary. The use of 0°727 in parallel with 75®
would be explicable if underlying it were the basic and intuitive idea that a language is made
up by its lexis.*” Thus, by referring to a language’s vocabulary, the biblical author is referring
to the language as a whole: there is but one language, having the same words for all of its
spealkers.50 Now it should be noted that the pertinent meaning “an individual word, a
vocable” is fairly rare for 727 in the singular and plural; 727 much more frequently refers to a
larger unit of spoken or written discourse—to an utterance, statement, promise, report, claim,
and so on.”' But “a word” is certainly one meaning of 7127, and thus it is possible to

understand 0°727 as “vocabulary.”

In this interpretation 271X seems initially difficult, for it is hard to know how many words
can be described as “one(s).” As already indicated, however, the understanding of 2>7nX that

52 In the Hebrew Bible, 71X can be used

is generally favoured in this reading is as “the same.
to indicate numerical identity—‘‘(one and) the same.”> Consider the following examples:

“They both dreamt, each his own dream, on the same night [7n% 71°72]” (Gen 40:5); “Did not

8 Westermann, Genesis, 1:533.

* This fundamentally lexical theory of language is of course insufficient. It fails to take account, for instance, of
syntax, as well as inflection. Frits Staal has noted that ancient conceptions of language often committed this
error; Frits Staal, “Oriental Ideas on the Origin of Language” JAOS (1979): 1-14, at 2-3.

°% On the interpretation of as Tnx as “the same” see the next paragraph.

5! See BDB 727, 182a—184a. Thus when we read of 01277 N7y, we understand by it “ten statements” and not
“ten words.”

>? Uehlinger uses German einerlei, “all the same,” to translate 271 in this sense, retaining the etymological
connection; Uehlinger, Weltreich, 359-60.

3 BDB 25a-b, at 25a.

This is distinct from qualitative identity, or exact resemblance, as in “those shoes are the same.”
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he who made me in the womb make them? And did the same [77X] fashion us in the womb?”
(Job 31:15).>* Indeed, this seems to be the meaning of NnX in the parallel phrase nrx 7% in
Gen 11:1: “the same language.” Thus, in 2>71X 0°727, the adjective occurs in a plural form
255

because it modifies a plural noun, and the meaning is not problematic: “the same words.

That is, there was at this time one set of words shared by the whole of humanity.

b. Cassuto’s Proposal: One Language

Cassuto offers a different explanation for the plurality of the phrase 2>71% 0°727 in Gen 11:1.
He argues that 0°727 here is a plurale tantum: a form that is morphologically plural but with a
singular meaning: “the noun 0°727 means language”; “0°127 is synonymous in this verse with
oW.”%¢ Cassuto argues for this synonymy from the parallelism of the two words in this verse
and in Ezek 3:6, where the plural of 727 occurs in parallel with 75% and ‘(1127"7:57 Yahweh tells
the prophet, “you are not sent to many peoples of obscure speech [5%] and difficult language
[12], whose words [077°727] you cannot understand” (Ezek 3:6).58 Cassuto’s interpretation
allows him to deal straightforwardly with the form 2°71X: though morphologically plural
(conditioned by the plural form of 2°727), the meaning is the standard meaning of the

adjective, “one”; thus “one speech and one language.” Cassuto compares cases where D 19X,

“God,” takes a morphologically plural adjective, for example 0*11 2°77%% (Deut 5:23) and

> This meaning is difficult to detect when 7nX is used in the singular, because the translation “one” is usually
also suitable.

55 This is also the understanding of 2>71X in Gen 11:1 offered in GKC §97 h (“iidem”).
56 Cassuto, Genesis 11, 239.
37 Cassuto, Genesis 11, 239.

% A comparable parallelism of 17¢/ and 127 is found in Jer 5:15, though 727 here appears in a verbal form: “a
nation whose language [11%7] you do not know, nor can you understand what they say [127° 7n].”
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WP 29X (Josh 24: 19).59 We may also note that, in this interpretation, Cassuto has the
support of the ancient versions: LXX renders 2>71& 0°127 as ¢ovn pia, “one speech,

language™;® Tg. Ong. has 7n %nn, “one speech.”

Cassuto is surely correct that 2>71X 0°727) AR 75 contains a parallel structure that is
indicative of the meaning of the whole. Specifically, the form of parallelism used here
highlights the adjective 0>78/nnX and encourages us to seek a single understanding of its use
in both cases. Adele Berlin writes with regard to this verse: “the use of the same or similar
adjectives in different number emphasizes the adjective and yields a morphologic

parallelism.”®!

However, the parallel structural device does not require total (semantic)
synonymy, and is thus weak evidence for it: the two cases in which 0°727 is parallel to 75w
are not proof that 2°727 was considered to be a noun with a singular meaning “language.”

Since other evidence for this claim is not forthcoming, we should be hesitant to accept it. And

if we do not accept that 2°727 has a singular meaning, it also follows that 0°71X cannot mean

c. Shaffer’s Proposal: A Pair of Dialects

Aaron Shaffer offered a provocative explanation of the phrase 2>71X 0°727 which differs
substantially from those yet examined.®® He translates the phrase as “a pair of modes of

speaking, dialects,” and argues that “these ‘dialects’ refer to Sumerian and Akkadian.”® The

9o ¢

%% In addition to the remark about humanity’s “single counsel,” Tg. Neof. and Tg. Ps.-J. also contain the phrase
71 92mn. These texts therefore seem to contain a dual translation of 2>7n& 0°127.

0 L.ST at v
%' Berlin, Biblical Parallelism, 48.
62 Shaffer, “Tower of Babel.”

% Ibid., 35.
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following discussion of Shaffer’s proposal is more extensive than of the previous ones, since
evaluating his argument involves considering comparative cultural and linguistic evidence,

and a potential biblical analogue to 0°71X 0°727.

a. Akkadian and Sumerian: The Language of Harmony

In 0°77R 0°727, understood as ““a pair of dialects,” Shaffer detects “an echo of the
Mesopotamian view of language,” which, he argues, conceived of Sumerian and Akkadian as
languages ideally compatible, correspondent, or matching with one another. This relationship
is expressed in Akkadian through the phrase /isan mithurti, “language of correspondence,”
and the Sumerian eme hamun, “harmonious language,” which we have already met. Now,
since Akkadian differs greatly from Sumerian, especially as compared to the other Semitic
languages in the region, these two languages might not strike us as particularly naturally
suited to one another. Nevertheless, Shaffer notes that this conceptualization of the
relationship likely grew out of the long tradition of written (and oral) bilingualism in
Mesopotamia, and perhaps specifically the scribal practice of arranging bilingual lexical lists
in parallel columns, in which Sumerian words faced, or corresponded to, their Akkadian
counterpau’ts.64 The correspondence of these languages was regarded as established and
guaranteed by the gods, including Nabu, saniq mithurti, “the verifier of correspondence,”65

and Shamash, who “set[s] aright the languages of compatibility as if they were one and the

same.”® Shaffer even proposes that “the Mesopotamians regarded Sumerian and Akkadian as

* Ibid., 26.
% Examples listed under mithurtu, CAD M2 137b—138a. This title is also applied to Nergal and Ninurta.
% In the Shamash series (3 line 40) of bit rimki ritual texts. For references, see Thorkild Jacobsen, “Sumerian

Mythology: A Review Article,” JNES 5 (1946): 128-52, at 148.
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two expressions of one and the same language and that this is the ideological basis which for

them ma[de] exact translation possible.”67

B. Plausibility of a Biblical Attestation of this Concept

Shaffer’s elucidation of the Mesopotamian situation is extremely valuable, and the possible
appearance of these notions in the Hebrew Bible is intriguing. But before examining Shaffer’
arguments in relation to the interpretation of 271X 0°727 as “a pair of dialects” in Gen 11:1,
we would do well to address the following question: How plausible is it that we would find in
the Hebrew Bible a reference to this particular Mesopotamian concept? Shaffer notes only
that finding such a reference in Gen 11:1-9 would be “entirely in keeping with the

68 Indeed these

thoroughly Mesopotamian milieu of the whole Tower of Babel episode.
Mesopotamian elements of this story (bitumen, baked brick, the mighty tower, the great
plain, etc.) are undeniable, but they are of a general nature and could possibly have been
transmitted as part of common lore about Babylonia’s landscape and architecture. In contrast,
it might be claimed that the notion of the ideal-correspondence of Akkadian and Sumerian is
a highly learned tradition, intelligible to those at home in the context of bilingual
Mesopotamian scribalism, but obscure to those outside it. It is in an advanced school text, for

instance, that we find the claim that Sumerian is the tamsilu, “replica” of Akkadian.”®

In response, however, we may note that the /iSan mithurti/eme hamun concept, or a reflex of
it, was current in the first millennium B.C.E., in texts of the kind that the biblical authors may

have known. For example, one of the texts cited by Shaffer is the Sargon II cylinder

%7 Shaffer, “Tower of Babel,” 27.
% Ibid., 35.

% Examenstext A line 20; Ake W. Sjoberg, “Der Examenstext A,” ZA 64 (1975): 137-77.
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inscription concerning Diir-Sarrukin (ca. 707 B.C.E.). In this document, the conquered
peoples who have been resettled in the king’s new city are described as having previously
spoken languages that are /@ mitharti “not (mutually) correspondent,” before Sargon went
about making them pd istéen, “(of) one mouth.””° This text suggests that the ideal-
correspondence notion was incorporated in some way into Neo-Assyrian imperial ideology,
and it is apparent from other biblical texts that some Israelite authors were familiar with, and
critiqued, items of Neo-Assyrian thought and rhetoric.”' Therefore, the premise of Shaffer’s
proposal is plausible: we should be open to the possibility that the Mesopotamian concept of

linguistic ideal-correspondence is addressed in the Hebrew Bible.

Y. @7MX 22727 as “a Pair of Dialects” in Gen 11:1

Let us now turn to an examination of Shaffer’s arguments concerning the interpretation of
Q>IN 02127 as “a pair of dialects” in Gen 11:1. Firstly, we may consider Shaffer’s
understanding of 0°727 as “modes of speaking, dialects.” Shaffer’s interpretation should be
distinguished from that of Cassuto, mentioned above, since rather than understanding the
plural 727 as a plurale tantum meaning “language,” Shaffer takes it as a genuine plural,
“modes of speech, dialects.” In this respect, Shaffer appears to be comparing 727 to Akkadian
atwii (atmit), a noun meaning both “word, utterance” and “speech, manner of speech.”72 Atwil

is occasionally found alongside /isanu, referring to national and technical/professional

" For the Akkadian of this text, and a translation, see Peter Machinist, “Assyria and Its Image in the First
Isaiah,” JAOS 103 (1983): 719-37, at 732.

! See, for example, Machinist, “Assyria and Its Image.” Shaffer also cites an omen text of the Neo-Assyrian
king Esarhaddon in which he detects the concept; Shaffer, “Tower of Babel,” 29.

2 CAD A2 atwit 4976-498b.

104



languages,73 and in this usage Shaffer translates atwii as “dialects,” as he does 2°7271n Gen
11:1.7* In the Hebrew Bible, 127 can indeed indicate “type or manner of speech,” as in, for
instance, 212 127, “lying speech” (Prov 30:8).” With the possible exception of Gen 11:1,
however, this usage is not attested in contexts of linguistic diversity—127 is not used
elsewhere to specify the mode of speech of a particular people or nation, and 2°727 is not used
to indicate several of such modes. Thus while Shaffer’s proposed understanding of 0°727 as

“dialect” is not unfeasible, it does not strongly suggest itself.

Next, we may turn to Shaffer’s understanding of 2> as “pair, set of two.”’® In this, Shaffer
relies on two pieces of comparative evidence: the use of 2>7nX in Ezek 37:17; and the

meaning of Akkadian iSténiitu. I shall consider the relevance of these in turn.

0. Evidence from Ezekiel

In Ezek 37:16-17, Yahweh commands Ezekiel as follows: “Mortal, take a [y¥, wooden
object] and write on it, ‘For Judah, and the Israelites associated with it’; then take another
[y, wooden object] and write on it, “For Joseph (the [y¥, wooden object] of Ephraim) and all
the house of Israel associated with it”’; and join them together into one [yV, wooden object],
so that they may become ’dhdadim in your hand [77°2 2>71R? 1m].” Shaffer explains the
context of this verse as follows: “We have here the description of how Ezekiel is to take two

wooden tablets and write letters to Israel and Judah. I propose to you that °71X here means

7 See CAD A2 arwit 497b-498b for examples.
74 Shaffer, “Tower of Babel,” 27.
> BDB 127, 182a—184a.

76 Cyrus Gordon also affirms that 2>77x and Ugar. *hdm mean “pair”; see Cyrus H. Gordon, “0*nx = ilténiitu
‘Pair’” in Sefer Segal: mugash likhvod Mosheh Tsevi Segal (ed. J. M. Grintz and J. Liver; Publications of the
Israel Society for Biblical Research 17; Jerusalem: ha-Hevrah le-heker ha-Mikra be-Yisra’el ‘al yede hotsa’at
Kiryat sefer, 1964), 5-9.
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‘set’, or ‘pair’ and what Ezekiel is told to do is to make a diptych, a hinged, two-leafed tablet
used for writing in ancient times.””’ This is an ingenious explanation for one of Ezekiel’s
often obscure symbolic acts. However, I regard this suggestion as unlikely to be correct, on

linguistic and contextual grounds.

Firstly, 0°77X in this passage appears to be a purely morphological plural with the meaning
“one” (precisely the explanation that Cassuto gave for the form in Gen 11:1). The meaning
“one” seems clear from a parallel expression two verses later (Ezek 37:18—19) in which the
singular 71X is used. Here Yahweh declares: I will take Israel and Judah “and make them one
[wooden object], in order that they may be one in my hand [>7°2 71X 1"M].” Similarly, for
Ezekiel’s act to be an effective symbol, complete unification, not association, of the two
wooden objects is required. Israel and Judah are not to become a ““set” or “pair” of peoples,
like a diptych, but “one nation in the land . . . and one king shall be over them all. Never
again shall they be two nations, and never again shall they be divided into two kingdoms”
(Ezek 37:22). The explanation for the plural form 271X used of the wooden objects is that the

subject of the verb 71 is plural, but this does not affect the meaning.78

A second argument against Shaffer’s diptych proposal is that the use of y¥ here to denote
specifically a writing tablet would be unique in the Hebrew Bible.” Elsewhere in Ezekiel we
find the more standard mY, “tablet, slate, board” used to describe flat wooden objects (Ezek

27:5). Rather, v¥ here is more naturally interpreted as bearing one of its standard meanings “a

7 Shaffer, “Tower of Babel,” 34.

7 Thus the form 07X has apparently a total of three explanations in Biblical Hebrew: “few” (Gen 29:20; 27:44;
Dan 11:20), “one” (Ezek 37:17), and “the same” (Gen 11:1). The question remains as to why two distinct forms
of 7nX are used in such similar contexts in Ezek 37, but this may simply be an example of spontaneous and
natural linguistic variation, without semantic significance.

" See BDB at 7y, 781b-782a.
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length of wood, stick,”*® with the prophet making use of the common biblical metaphor of
“kin group = tree.” Since Ezekiel refers to the “Joseph” subdivision of Israel, as “the stick
[v¥] of Ephraim” in this passage, this metaphor appears to be at play. We may compare words

like 7vn and VIV, both of which have the dual meaning “staff, rod” and “tribe.”

One final point may be noted against Shaffer’s interpretation of Ezek 37:17. It is hard to see
how the inscriptions on the 2°¥¥ could be interpreted as letters to Judah and Israel, as Shaffer
proposes. Ezekiel is to write “For Judah, and the Israelites associated with it,” and “For
Joseph (the stick of Ephraim) and all the house of Israel associated with it” (Ezek 37:16).
These short phrases, which lack predicates, are not messages, but rather labels or tags, visibly

indicating and realizing the specific symbolic referents of the sticks.

Thus Shaffer’s diptych proposal for Ezek 37 cannot be substantiated, and therefore it should

not be used to support an interpretation of 21X as “pair” in Gen 11:1.

¢. Evidence from Akkadian isteniitu

Shaffer’s second piece of comparative evidence is Akkadian isteniitu. He writes: “The word
‘one’ in Akkadian, istén, has a plural isténiitu, which has precisely [the] sense” of “a pair or
set of things which can or do go together. . . . This semantic parallel from Akkadian offers
strong support for a proposed translation of 271X as ‘palir.”’81 Shaffer’s comparison,

however, is not straightforward, as I shall now demonstrate.

%O BDB at v, 781a.

81 Shaffer, “Tower of Babel,” 34-35. In Shaffer, CAD 1/J and AHw, no example of isténiitu is cited in which the
word refers to the “pair” of Mesopotamian languages.
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With regard to a plural of istéen, “one,” CAD lists several, in forms related to isteniitu. %
However, the meaning of these plurals does not seem to be “pair or set”; rather the plural of
istén here is assigned two functions. Firstly, when modifying pluralia tantum, it is a purely
morphological plural with the meaning “one”: thus, /-ni-[ia]-tu Sursurratu siparri, “one
copper chain (N.% Secondly it has an indefinite pronominal usage, meaning “some,
several”: thus, i-si-nu-te ittalkuni . . . i-si-nu-te-ma udina la usiini “some have gone . . . some
have not yet left.” These two usages are comparable to the cases of 271X in the Hebrew Bible
discussed above: 2>nKR? M, “they will become one” (Ezek 37:17); onx o°n°2, “like a few
days” (Gen 29:20). Neither, however, is parallel to the meaning “pair, set” that Shaffer

proposes for 271X in Gen 11:1.

For the meaning “set,” we must look to a lexeme isténiitu treated as distinct from istén in
CAD and AHw. This isténiitu is a singular noun formed by affixing the abstract suffix -if to
isten.® According to CAD and AHw, this word has two meanings: 1) “set (consisting of
several objects),” Satz, Garnitur; 2) “(undivided) unit,” (unteilbare) Einheit. In AHw and
CAD, it is under this lexeme that the examples Shaffer lists are classified: ansabatu,
“earrings”; sariyam (fem. pl.), “armour”; and a declaration of “unity” between the kings of
Ugarit and Siyanni.85 But this analysis of isténiitu as a singular noun does not offer a parallel

to the plural form 2>71X; rather it is closer to the Modern Hebrew mnR, ‘ahdiit, “unity.”

Clearly we are dealing here with a complex issue in Akkadian lexicography, and I do not

claim the requisite competence to adjudicate between, on the one hand, CAD and AHw’s

82 CAD 1/J 277b.

%3 AHw differs slightly in the analysis of such usages, listing them rather as plural forms of the adjective isténii,
“single”’; AHw 401a.

8 cAaD1/) 282a; AHw 401b. CAD 1/J 282a distinguishes yet another lexeme with the same form isténiitu,
meaning “for the first time; once,” attested in texts from Nuzi and Amarna.

85 Shaffer, “Tower of Babel,” 34-35.
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twofold explanation of isténiitu and, on the other, Shaffer’s apparently singular understanding
of the form.%¢ In considering this issue, we should also bear in mind that ancient Akkadian
speakers may have been unaware of the etymological or semantic distinctions we are making,
instead using the single form isténiifu with the variety of functions discussed. Thus, even if
CAD’s and AHw’s accounts are correct, so that isténiitu and 071X are not etymologically
comparable, nevertheless Shaffer’s point that isténiifu as “set” is in some sense parallel to
Hebrew 2>71X may not be invalidated. However, we should recognize that the complexity of
this issue, and the accompanying uncertainty of how to analyse isténiifu undermine the

confidence with which we can accept Shaffer’s proposal concerning 2°7nX.

One final semantic point on the topic of isteniitu should be made, relevant to Shaffer’s
understanding of Gen 11:1. Shaffer detects in 2>71X 2°727 a reference to the partner-languages
Akkadian and Sumerian, in part because he understands 2°71X as “pair,” in light of isteniitu.
And indeed isteniitu is applied to sets consisting of two members, like shoes and earrings,
where the English translation “pair” is appropriate. However, as Uehlinger points out,
isténuitu is also applied to sets with more than two members, like items of bed-linen, and the
garments making up a suit of armour,®” in which cases it cannot mean “set of two, pair,” but
rather means, more generally “set.”®® Likewise, there is nothing in the two proposed
etymologies of isteniitu that indicates specifically two-ness. Uehlinger is correct in affirming,
then, that whether the word be analysed as the plural of isten (so Shaffer), hence “ones,” or as
an abstracting formation from istén (so AHw), hence “one-ness, unity,” duality is not

involved. Therefore, we should treat this word as meaning “set,” without reference to the

% We may presume that Shaffer was aware that he was differing from CAD and AHw at this point. The relevant
volumes of both works had appeared more than a decade before this lecture was given. Shaffer does not,
however, mention this particular difference in analysis, although he does elsewhere in the lecture openly (and
humbly) dispute CAD’s interpretation of mithurtu as “opposition.”

8 For these and further examples, see CAD 1/] 282a; AHw 401b.

8 Uehlinger, Weltreich, 359.
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number of that set’s members.® For this reason, if we were to accept that a parallel exists
between >R and isteniitu, this should lead us to render Gen 11:1 as “the whole earth had
one language, and a set of dialects.” But this “set of dialects,” as opposed to a “pair” of them,
does not suggest nearly as forcefully the idea of Akkadian and Sumerian as partner

languages. Correspondingly, the persuasiveness of Shaffer’s proposal is reduced.

C. Final Evaluation Shaffer’s Proposal

Overall, then, I do not believe that there is strong evidence for translating 2>71X in Gen 11:1
as “pair.” In combination with my earlier finding that it is unlikely that 2°727 is to be
interpreted as “dialects,” I am thus inclined to reject Shaffer’s proposal that 1% 0°727, here,
refers to Akkadian and Sumerian, and that Gen 11 “miraculously preserves for us an echo of
the Mesopotamian view of lang:,fuage.”90 As noted above, it is entirely possible that some
version of this Mesopotamian view of language was known to biblical authors, and the
arguments I have presented here do not prove otherwise. In general, it is extremely valuable
to be informed about the attitudes of cultures in the ancient world beyond Israel towards
linguistic diversity, for the sake of developing a broader perspective on these issues. But in
the case of Gen 11:1-9, it seems best not to detect the particular ideas just discussed, and

instead to interpret the text in its own terms.

% Because of the relationship of usage to a word’s meaning, i§téniitu may well have acquired the specific
meaning “pair” through frequent application to sets of two. We do not, however, have evidence that indicates
the development of this specific nuance.

%0 Shaffer, “Tower of Babel,” 35.
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d. Summary of 2>7X 0727

The strongest proposal for 271X 0°727 understands this phrase as meaning “the same words.”
According to this understanding, 727 and 71X have values from among their standard ranges
of meaning. “The same words” is readily intelligible as a way of referring to the initial shared
language of all humanity envisaged in the Tower of Babel episode. In addition it is possible

that it indicates a conception of languages as primarily constituted by their lexis.

iii. The Question of Diversification in Gen 11:1-9: Mixing (%2) and Scattering (y19)

According to the standard interpretation of the Tower of Babel episode, Yahweh creates
ethnic and linguistic diversity when he sees the humans building the city and the tower.
Yahweh does this by “mixing” or “confusing” human language (7923, v. 7; 973, v. 9; from
993) and “scattering” the people across the earth (Yo", v. 8; 057, v. 9; from 719). However,
Croatto, as we have noted, opposes this understanding of the story. He argues that “Gen
11:1-9 has nothing to do with the emergence of the different languages of the earth . . . . with
the division of humanity into tongues and peoples.”91 Because of their potential relevance to
understanding the role of language in establishing boundaries in this story, Croatto’s

arguments deserve consideration.

Croatto argues that there is no clear reference to multiplication or diversification in Gen
11:1-9, and therefore no account of the division of peoples and languages. For one thing, we
have reference only to a single people, 71X oy (v. 6), with a single speech, nnx 7w (vv. 1, 6),

in these verses, unlike the many languages and nations (pl.) of Gen 10. In addition, the action

ol Croatto, “Tower of Babel,” 219, 221. Croatto’s own interpretation of nature of Yahweh’s action was
discussed above.
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Yahweh takes against this people is not such as to bring about diversity: “‘[t]o mix/to

2 5. .
»9 Likewise,

confuse’ (balal) is not the same as to diversify, to generate, to multiply.
“‘[d]ispersion’ is not equivalent to the division of peoples.”93 This is in contrast to the Table
of Nations, where it is clearly stated that Yahweh “divided, separated” the nations (17791, Gen

10:5). Thus, Croatto detects no reference in the Tower of Babel story to the multiplication of

peoples.

In response to these arguments, we may first note that it is clear in v. 6 that the unity of the
human nation and language is judged by Yahweh to be a grave problem that must be
addressed: “Look, they are one people, and they have all one language, and this is only the
beginning of what they will do.” If this situation does not change, then “nothing that they
propose to do will now be impossible for them” (v. 6), which is, apparently, an intolerable

situation to Yahweh.

We must assume, then, that Yahweh’s solution to the problem will change this situation—
that is, it will bring an end to the state of affairs in which precisely one people with one
language exists. But this could be done in one of only two ways: by dividing humanity into
multiple peoples; or by rendering humanity a non-people, a o¥ 82 (Deut 32:21), a mass of
bodies lacking kinship or culture, representing the end of all human community.94 In the
context, the former understanding is preferable. The tone and context of the story do not
prepare us to expect Yahweh to destroy human community altogether. Rather, Yahweh once

and for all channels the flow of human history in a specific direction, away from a

? Ibid., 220.
% Ibid., 220.
% In Deut 32:21, the oy X%, “non-people,” may lack, not a unifying kinship and culture, but wisdom or proper

behaviour, given the parallelism with 21 "1, “foolish/immoral nation.”
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particularly risky extreme. Thus, we should imagine that multiple languages and peoples

result from Yahweh’s act of confusing and scattering.

We may now consider the terminology used to describe this division. In the case of %73, it is
true that its use here is unusual. This verb most often appears in cultic texts and describes the
mixing together of flour and other ingredients with oil (e.g., Exod 29:40; Lev 2:5; Num
7:13). Evidently the desire to offer an etymology of 723, “Babel, Babylon” in Gen 11:9 has
exerted an influence on the particular wording of the story. Yahweh’s “mixing” of the speech
of humanity creates a jumble, then, in which communication is not possible. We might
compare English “confuse,” which has the dual meaning of mixing and bewildering. Croatto
is correct that this is not strictly a description of a diversifying act: 722 is not a claim that
Yahweh created the many languages of the world, but that he disrupted mankind’s
communication. But “mixture” is an apt description for what most interpreters have imagined
to be the means by which Yahweh achieves this disruption at Babel: the diversification of
languages. A polyglottic situation in which many speakers speak many languages is a

“mixture,” just as the image of the “melting pot” can be applied to a multicultural situation.”®

Likewise, Croatto is correct to point out that by Yahweh’s “spreading, scattering” (from 719)
of humankind is not presented in terms that emphasize this as a structuring, ordering act. In
fact, y19 is often used to describe the fundamental destabilizing of some group of people, as
of a routed army (1 Sam 11:11) or the exiled population of a nation (Ezek 11:17). However,
as with 993, 79 is not inappropriate in the context of the formation of the various nations of
the earth. In Gen 10:18, for instance, 719 is used to describe the initial spreading of the

Canaanite peoples into their territories, and in Gen 9:19, a text, like the Babel episode,

% The related noun, 72N, is used to refer to transgressive sexual relations; Lev 18:23; 20:12.

% English “babble” is an attractive wordplay with “Babel” in this context, though it is more specific than 993, in
referring particularly to a jumble of voices or sound.
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commonly attributed to J, the related verb yo1 is used to describe how, after the flood, %5 7¥o1

77X “the whole earth was peopled,” from Noah’s sons.”’

Thus Croatto’s arguments that division of languages and peoples is not envisioned in Gen
11:1-9 are not convincing. We should recognize, however, that Croatto is correct in his
emphasis. Yahweh’s confusing and scattering are not depicted as positively creative acts,
aimed at producing diversity, but destructive ones, intended to eliminate unity. We are not
dealing, here, with the establishment of explicitly good or beneficial diversity or multiplicity,
in contrast to the distinctions that God establishes in P’s creation account (Hiphil of 272; Gen
1:4, 6, etc.), or to the multiplicity with which God blesses humanity in that account (775, 727;
v. 28). Nor does Gen 11:1-9 emphasize any kind of order arising from the division of
peoples. This is in contrast to the act of division of peoples as presented, for instance, in the
Song of Moses:”® “When the Most High apportioned the nations, when he divided
humankind, he fixed the boundaries of the peoples according to the number of the gods.99
Yahweh’s portion was his people, Jacob his allotted share” (Deut 32:8). This act is
constructive or active: the Most High is clearly depicted as establishing territorial and ethnic
boundaries. Moreover, it produces an ordered division of peoples, not a chaotic one: a

principle or logic, the number of divine beings, underlies ethnic/national divisions.

The difference in perspective between these texts and Gen 11:1-9 is significant. However,
this difference should not lead us to reject the basic fact that the Table of Nations, the Tower
of Babel, and the Song of Moses are reflections upon the same fundamental fact of human

existence. This is rightly recognized in ancient interpretation. For instance, Targum Pseudo-

" The root v51 may have arisen as a back-formation from the Niphal of 119, as in 1¥9] (Gen 10:18). See BDB at
y91, 659a.

% The Table of Nations also imagines the division of people as ordered, but God’s role in establishing this order
is not stated.

9 Reading 0°7X °12 or 217X "13, with LXX and Qumran manuscript evidence, instead of MT’s X1t »12.
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Jonathan to Gen 11:8 links the Tower of Babel, the Table of Nations, and the Song of Moses
traditions. Combining the idea that the total number of nations is seventy (Gen 10) with the
idea that each nation has its own tutelary divine being (Deut 32), the Targum specifies that
God was assisted by seventy angels at Babel, whom he addresses in the “we” of “let us go
down” and “let us mix” of 11:6, 7; together, God and these angels divided humanity into
seventy nations with seventy languages. But by combining these traditions, the Targum
eliminates the distinctive perspective of each, and in particular erases the disorderly

implications of the Babel episode.

7. The Ills of Linguistic Unity: The Question of Anti-Imperialism in Gen 11:1-9

Underlying Croatto’s arguments, we may identify a particular motive at work that makes it
difficult for him to admit that the Hebrew Bible might be attributing multiplicity in human
culture to a destructive act. Croatto expresses a characteristically postcolonialist preference
for diversity and difference: “Unity is bad; division, as an expression of diversified and

enriching cultures at all levels, is positive.”loo

Furthermore, he writes positively of the
“blessing” that is “the incredible cultural diversity represented by the different languages of
humanity,” and laments the “denigration of suffocation of aboriginal languages.”'"' My
suspicion is that for Croatto, then, it seems unthinkable that such a great human good as the

division of the earth into many peoples could be presented in a negative light, as confusion

and scattering.

Croatto’s makes these claims as part of an analysis of the Tower of Babel story in light of

what he regards as its original contextual goals. In Gen 11:1-9, Croatto, like Ephraim

100 Croatto, “Tower of Babel,” 222.

101 Ibid., 222.
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Speiser, detects a counter-myth, “the Founding and Exile of Babylon,” deliberately opposed
to native Babylonian traditions concerning Babylon’s illustrious origin, such as are found in
Enuma Elish."" This myth is anti-imperial in the sense that it depicts Yahweh halting a
human “megalomaniacal project” that, like all such projects, made use of a “univocal
linguistic code” to impose its “dominant ideology.”103 Yahweh’s measure against Babylon—
scattering, that is, exile—is ironic for the original exilic audience of the story, because exile

was one of the Neo-Babylonian empire’s tools of oppression.

Uehlinger has detected similar goals in the story, though he focuses more closely on its

. . . 104
resonances with Neo-Assyrian rhetoric.

In particular, Uehlinger believes that the ideology
displayed in Sargon II’s efforts to construct the city of Dur-Sarrukin is targeted in this
episode. An inscription of Sargon’s, mentioned above, describes this project as a colossal
building effort, involving diverse conquered peoples, relocated to the Assyrian heartland.
Upon these peoples, the king imposes a single linguistic and behavioural code: Sargon
establishes pa istén, “one mouth,” that is, a single accord among them, which consists of
“revering god and king,” the central items of the Assyrian value-system. The Tower of Babel,
according to Uehlinger, depicts Yahweh’s disapproval of a similar project, and his

nullification of it. By contrast, Yahweh sanctions cultural and ethnic difference. Thus the text

can be said to be an anti-imperial piece of literature.

According to both Uehlinger and Croatto, then, the Tower of Babel episode presents the unity

of language as negative: “Gen 11:1-9 problematizes the unity of language, from the point of

12 Ibid., 222; see Ephraim A. Speiser, “Word Plays on the Creation Epic’s Version of the Founding of
Babylon,” Or 25 (1956): 317-23.

103 Croatto, “Tower of Babel,” 221.

19 Uehlinger, Weltreich, 425-44, 514-45. Uehlinger attributes the especially Babylonian elements of the story
to the work of a redactors in the Neo-Babylonian period; ibid., 546-71.
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105
7 However, there are

view of human hubris or excess, as an instrument of oppression.
reasons to doubt that the specific anti-imperial themes detected by Croatto and Uehlinger are

intended in Gen 11:1-9.

Now, clearly Gen 11:1-9 is anti-Babylonian, in some respect—an attitude that the text has in
common with much biblical prophetic literature. The text presents the city’s beginnings as
abortive, and the divine realm as opposed to, not supportive of, its construction. Likewise, the
explanation of the name of the city through %53, “mixing, confusion,” is certainly derisive.
The text thus stands in opposition to Babylonian traditions that aggrandize the city’s origins,
although we must admit uncertainty about allusions to particular traditions, like Enuma Elish

here, since a direct literary relationship is very difficult to establish. 106

However, the specific note of anti-imperialism that Croatto and Uehlinger postulate is harder
to detect. For as Bernhard Anderson has pointed out, the organization or administration of the
human endeavour in the Tower of Babel episode does not display the character of the
imperial projects. 97 The narrative presents the unity of human purpose as spontaneous and
not dictated: “Come, let us build . . .” Similarly, the unity of action appears to be voluntary,
not imposed by a hierarchical authority. Further, the good that will arise—making a name and
not being scattered—apparently benefits the community in an unmediated way; it is not that
the community only benefits in relation to the welfare of the imperial identity which that

community constitutes (the kingdom or its symbols, e.g., its king and gods).

105 Croatto, “Tower of Babel,” 222.

1% However, by locating the origins of Babylon in the age of myth, Gen 11:1-9 does not differ from these
opposing traditions in according Babylon a fundamental role in the history of humanity.

197 Bernhard W. Anderson, “The Tower of Babel: Unity and Diversity in God’s Creation,” in his From Creation
to New Creation: Old Testament Perspectives (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994), 165-78, at 172.
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Thus, the imperial nature of the building of the city and the tower is not evident in Gen 11:1—
9. And in fact, as Anderson notes, this is in clear contrast to the presentation of Babylon in
Gen 10:8-12. There, the city forms part of the great kingdom of the warrior Nimrod, which
encompassed both Babylonia and Assyria. But while ancient interpretative tradition blends
these accounts—Josephus, for instance, presents the building of the tower as a project
conceived and tyrannically directed by Nimrod—we should separate them if our attempt is to
interpret the Tower of Babel episode on its own terms.'® Therefore, we should recognize that
a strictly anti-imperial sentiment is not apparent in in Gen 11:1-9. Consequently, I do not see
good grounds for understanding the disruption of the unity of language in the episode as a
critique of the typically imperial imposition of a dominant ideology on a subject people, or
the suppression of unique and distinctive cultural identities. Unity of language per se is not

presented in a negative light in this text.

8. The Ills of Human Linguistic Diversity: Confusion as Punishment or Sabotage?

The text’s portrayal of unity of language, therefore, stands in contrast to its portrayal of the
diversification of language. As was noted above, the diffusion of languages and peoples is
conveyed as a destabilizing, chaotic event, and to this extent the Babel episode depicts
linguistic diversity in a negative light. However, it has been further claimed that this episode
presents the existence of diverse tongues in the nature of a curse or punishment, like
humanity’s pains in childbirth and toil in farming (Gen 3:16—19). Gerhard von Rad, for
instance, argued that the Tower of Babel episode fit into the sin-punishment-grace cycle of
stories in the Primaeval History—the fruit in the garden, Cain’s fratricide, divine-human

sexual congress, the widespread violence that precipitated the flood—except that the Babel

1% Ant. 1.4.2. Later traditions note that Abraham refused to take part in this scheme.
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account contained absolutely no note of grace.'” However, detecting a sin-punishment theme
in this passage, and hence an evaluation of linguistic diversity as a curse, relies on regarding
the acts of the humans as wicked or sinful. But this issue is not straightforward, as Theodore

Hiebert, among others, has shown. 1o

Language of condemnation, curse, or punishment is entirely absent from Gen 11:1-9: the
humans are not declared to be wicked or evil (¥7, ¥¥7; cf. Gen 6:5), nor are they cursed (M7X;
cf. Gen 3:14; 4:11). Despite this fact, sin has been detected in almost every element of the
humans’ action and intent in the history of interpretation of Gen 11:1-9. Among ancient
interpreters, the great height of the tower was taken to indicate that the humans intended to

climb into heaven (e.g. Jub. 10.19).111

But the expression 0°»aw2 WRA, “with its head in the
heavens” appears to be a standard literary expression of great height, found elsewhere in
Israelite and Mesopotamian literature, and it is not therefore sufficient justification for
imputing a heaven-scaling intent to the builders.''> Moreover, the tower has been regarded as
a cultic structure and a site of idolatry (e.g., Tg. Ps.-Jon. and Tg. Neof.to Gen 11:4), which is
also implied or asserted in modern comparisons of the tower with the monumental zigqurats

of southern Mesopotarnial.113 However, even if this gigantic tower is related to the tradition of

building zigqurats (and this is disputed by, among others, Uehlinger),114 there is no absolutely

19 Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary (trans. John H. Marks; OTL; rev. ed.; London: SCM, 1972), 146—
49.

10 Theodore Hiebert, “The Tower of Babel and the Origin of the World’s Cultures,” JBL 126 (2006): 29-58, at
33-41.

1 55 also Gunkel, Genesis, 98.

"2 S0, e.g., Ephraim Speiser, Genesis (AB; Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday, 1964), 75-76; Sarna, Genesis, 82—
83.

'3 John Walton, for instance, claims that “the tower, as a ziggurat, embodied the concepts of pagan polytheism
as it developed in the early stages of urbanization”; John H. Walton, “The Mesopotamian Background of the

Tower of Babel Account and Its Implications,” BBR 5 (1995): 155-75, at 155.

11 Uehlinger, Weltreich, 231-36.
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no indication that the structure in Gen 11:1-9 is intended as a place of worship, and

furthermore this story is equally about the building of a city as of a tower.

In general, modern interpreters have preferred to find wickedness in the intent of the builders.
The builders are reckoned to be disobedient for refusing to obey God’s command to “fill the
earth” (Gen 1:28), instead proposing to dwell together in a single location (so, e.g., Sarna;
Walter Brueggemann).'"” But while this understanding arises in the current context of the
story in Gen 1-11, it seems unwise to base our understanding of this tale in J on a text from
P, as Gen 1:28 is. Alternatively, the builders are considered prideful and vainglorious for
setting out to “make a name” for themselves (so, e.g., Cassuto; André Lalcocque).116

However, as Hiebert and Jacob Wright have pointed out, the goal of establishing one’s name

is regarded as a normal and often noble human motivation elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. H7

Probably the most persistent and prevalent reading imagines that the builders are guilty of
having superhuman pretensions, of wanting to be like gods, that is, of hubris (so, e.g.,

Anderson; Peter Harland). 18

And certainly, it should not be doubted that the distinction
between man and god is of central importance to this story. As knowledge and immortality
are battlegrounds for the separation of god and man in Gen 2-3, and Gen 6:1-4, so is power
in the Tower of Babel episode. This seems to be conveyed in Yahweh’s prediction in v. 6:
“nothing that they plan [or: scheme] to do will be impossible for them [ 11> WK 93 07 732’ K?

mivy5].” In the book of Job, this attribute is presented as a mark of Yahweh’s supreme

divinity, in terms clearly allusive to Gen 11:6. Job confesses to Yahweh: “I know that you

115 Nahum M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis (New York: Shocken, 1966), 72; Walter Brueggemann, Genesis.
(Interpretation; Atlanta: John Knox, 1982), 99. This position is already found in Josephus; see Ant. 1.4.1.

"% Cassuto, Genesis II, 225; André Lacoque, “Whatever Happened in the Valley of Shinar? A Response to
Theodore Hiebert,” JBL 128 (2009): 2941, at 34.

17 Hiebert, “Tower of Babel,” 39-40; Jacob L. Wright, “Making a Name for Oneself: Martial Valor, Heroic
Death, and Procreation in the Hebrew Bible,” JSOT 36 (2011): 131-62.

18 Anderson, “Tower of Babel,” 173; Harland, “The Sin of Babel,”
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can do all things, and that no plan is impossible for you [a17 a1 9%2° X2]” (Job 42:2). In Gen
11, Yahweh ensures that such power does not fall to mankind, who are repeatedly referred to
as 07X7 °12 “humans, mortals” in this text. Thus, the division of humanity into nations of
various languages ensures that the divine/human distinction is maintained. That is, Yahweh
protects one boundary by establishing a new one, or more precisely, by creating a whole new

kind of boundary-the ethno-linguistic one.

However, as Gowan has pointed out, the hubristic nature of the humans’ intention in Gen
11:1-9 is at most muted.'"® The humans are not said to be motivated to become like gods.
Rather their motives are clearly stated—to make a name and not be scattered—and these are
not condemned, unlike the wicked intentions of the generation of the flood (Gen 6:5).
Furthermore, it is not clear that Yahweh sees anything particularly objectionable in the
humans’ intention to build, and the actual building of the city and the tower. Yahweh’s
purpose in Gen 11:6-7 is to restrict the dangerous future potential of humans, of which the

city is an indicator. Thus hubris too should not be seen as the sin of the humans.

We may say, then, that Gen 11:1-9 attributes no particular fault or guilt to the humans. 120

Correspondingly, we should seek an explanation of Yahweh’s actions other than as a merited
punishment or curse. For it seems likely that the common conclusion that what Yahweh does
in Gen 11 is a punishment arises out of a conviction in divine justice: since Yahweh acted

against humanity, and since Yahweh is just, humanity must have done something to provoke

Yahweh. Thus these sin-punishment interpretations serve as theodicy, demonstrating how

"% Donald E. Gowan, When Man Becomes God: Humanism and Hybris in the Old Testament (Pittsburgh:
Pickwick, 1975), 25-29.

120 Hiebert claims that this was also apparently noted by ancient interpreters; Hiebert, “Tower of Babel,” 41,
quoting Gen Rab. 38.6: “while the deeds [1wvn] of the generation of the Flood were spelled out, the deeds of the
generation of the Dispersion were not spelled out”; Gen. Rab. 38.6. (Hiebert understands vyn as referring
specifically to deeds of an evil nature.) However, this midrash should not be interpreted as claiming that the
builders of the tower were blameless, but rather that the nature of their sin is not explicitly stated in Gen 11:1-9.
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Yahweh’s act to have been just. This theological motivation, however, is not a sound
hermeneutical principle, and if we are to see divine justice at work in this text, it must be

discovered rather than presumed.

To understand Yahweh’s motive in dividing humanity into peoples and languages in this text,
Yahweh’s twofold response to the first humans’ eating of the fruit in Eden provides a useful
comparison (Gen 3:16-24). The text clearly distinguishes between the punitive measures
Yahweh imposes upon the pair on the one hand—pain in childbirth, toil in food production
(Gen 3:16—19)—and a further preventative measure that Yahweh takes to ensure that
humanity does not obtain immortality—ejecting them from the garden (Gen 3:22-24). In the
Tower of Babel episode, Yahweh’s intent is much more clearly of this preventative kind.
Yahweh decides to sabotage the building of the city and the tower so that the humans cannot

go on to achieve all of the projects that they might in future decide to undertake (Gen 11:6).

Precisely why Yahweh must prevent this is only hinted at in the text (v. 6). Westermann may
be correct that Yahweh sounds fearful of the humans’ power, so that his measure seems

121 But his further claim that

“defensive” of the interests of the gods (cf. Gen 3:5, 22-23).
Yahweh benefits humanity also seems to presume ahead of time divine justice. In contrast to
von Rad, who claimed that this story contains “no word of grace,” Westermann regards
Yahweh’s policing of the divine-human boundary as ultimately beneficial for humanity:
Yahweh benevolently establishes a multinational, multilingual way of life for humanity,

within which it can fulfil its proper nature as creatures.'** Similarly, Harland writes “The J

version of the primeval history stresses that humans must remain within the restrictions

121 Westermann, Genesis, 1:550.

122 Von Rad, Genesis, 1:149; Westermann, Genesis, 1:555.
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which have been given to them by God. Only then can human existence find fulfilment.” 123

But such interpretations are eisegetical. Yahweh’s concern for man’s welfare is not apparent
in Gen 11:1-9. The only thing we may be certain of is that Yahweh regards it as imperative
that the divine-human boundary be upheld, by the establishment of new boundaries internal

to the humans.

9. Language and Languages in Gen 11:1-9

Thus, linguistic diversity is not presented as a curse inflicted upon mankind as a result of its
sin. Consequently, there is no particular reason to think that living with linguistic diversity is
an inherently negative experience, unlike, as previously mentioned, the pain of childbirth or
toil in farming. In this respect, the Tower of Babel does not seem to present the situation of
linguistic division as especially lamentable. What is primarily emphasized is that it hinders
human cooperation; that is, it is extremely inconvenient. In addition, as mentioned earlier,
there may be a recognition here that diversity of language contributes to or facilitates
disagreement and strife, by providing the context in which differing identities, and thus
conflicting interests, can be cultivated. But it is not as if the mere fact of being divided in

speech brings about suffering for humanity.

On the other hand, this passage is not especially positive about linguistic diversity. As
discussed above, the use of 22 and 719 conveys that there is something messy about the
diffusion of peoples and languages across the world. This is not, however, a judgement about
the negative experiential quality of a life lived with linguistic diversity (that it involves

suffering), but an aesthetic one about the situation considered as a whole (that it is not

123 Harland, “The Sin of Babel,” 525.
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orderly). If we were to say that the text is positive about language in any respect, it would be
as an affirmation of great power of the human faculty of language in general. Our capacity to
communicate verbally makes cooperation possible, and if such communication could occur

on a global level, there is apparently no limit to what might be achieved.

C. Relationship between Gen 10 and Gen 11:1-9

The Table of Nations and the Tower of Babel episode are thus both aimed at the same
phenomena that are fundamental to human existence: ethnic and linguistic diversity.
However, tension arises from the juxtaposition of these two texts in the book of Genesis. For
linguistic diversity is presented as established in Gen 10, but global monolingualism is the
starting point for Gen 11:1-9. If, then, the Babel episode is thought to be set after the

peopling of the earth has already occurred, we have a clear contradiction.'**

This tension has been resolved or explained in number of ways throughout the history of
interpretation. 125 The author of the second-century B.C.E. Book of Jubilees appears reticent to

refer to linguistic diversity in both of these texts.'*

But rather than disappearing from the
Tower of Babel, as in Croatto’s interpretation, in Jubilees the theme of linguistic diversity

drops out of the Table of Nations. In the work, it appears that reference to the 1w,

“tongues,” of Gen 10, is preserved, but not in connection with linguistic entities. Rather, the

12 For Croatto this tension is another reason for rejecting the diversification understanding of the Tower of
Babel; Croatto, “Tower of Babel,” 221. I have given reasons above, however, against Croatto’s position.

125 For a recent examination of the ancient Jewish interpretations of Gen 11:1-9, see Phillip M. Sherman,
Babel’s Tower Translated: Genesis 11 and Ancient Jewish Interpretation (Biblical Interpretation Series 117;
Leiden: Brill, 2013).

126 For issues of dating the composition of Jubilees, see James C. VanderKam, The Book of Jubilees (Guides to
the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2001), 17-21.
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“tongues” mentioned eight times in Jubilees refer to geographical realities—bays and

peninsulas—in keeping with another meaning of 17> mentioned above. '’

Indeed, the structuring of Jubilees serves to harmonize the two biblical presentations of
national and linguistic diversity yet further. The section of Jubilees that corresponds to the
Table of Nations is in fact depicted as Noah’s allotment of territories to his descendants as an
inheritance; and as would be expected the descendants do not appear to take possession of
these allotments until after Noah’s death. Jubilees closely associates Noah’s death with the
Tower of Babel episode (Jub. 10.15-18), and the dates given in the text indicate that the
building of Babel began during Noah’s lifetime. Thus, the text presents a single dispersal of

mankind across the earth that derives both from Gen 10 and from Gen 11:1-9.

To justify this dating of the tower building, Jubilees makes use of an enigmatic aside in Gen
10 about the figure Peleg (Jub. 10.18-19), in whose lifetime, according to the Table of
Nations, “the earth was split [y&7 713791]” (Gen 10:25). Within Gen 10, the meaning of the
verb 299 is quite unclear. If it is interpreted as a notice of cultural innovation, like Tubal-
Cain’s metallurgy (4:22), or Noah'’s viticulture (9:20), it may refer to the invention of
artificial irrigation of farmland, the noun 379 meaning canal or channel.'*® In Jubilees,
however, the association of Peleg with the tower of Babel indicates an interpretation of the
earth’s “splitting” as the scattering of peoples from Babel in Gen 11:1-9. Jubilees is the first
ancient Jewish text that attests this tradition, which later gives rise to the rabbinic designation
of the builders of the tower as 732577 M7, “generation of the splitting.”129 Subsequent

interpreters thicken the network of associations between Gen 10 and Gen 11:1-9. For

27 Jub. 8.13, 14; 9:4, 11 (4x), 12.
128 See Sarna, Genesis, 79.

2 As in, e.g., Gen. Rab. 38.6.
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instance, as mentioned above, Josephus presents Nimrod as the orchestrator of the great

building project. 130

In contrast to these traditional interpretations which seek to find unity in the biblical text,
modern critical approaches have tended to emphasize the basic duality of the presentations of
linguistic diversity. As has already been mentioned, according to standard source-critical
analyses, the Tower of Babel is a text belonging to the J source in the Pentateuch, whereas

references to language in the Table of Nations are assigned to P."*!

While the position of
language in the narrative—after the flood—in the two accounts appears to be the same in
both sources, the two accounts may be contrasted in various ways. For one thing,
terminological differences are evident. For whereas Gen 11:1-9 speaks of the single
“people,” oy, with a single “lip,” 75%, Gen 10 describes various ‘“clans,” Mndwn, and
“nations,” 0*1, and their “tongues,” NMw. The two accounts differ in genre and in
perspective. P’s genealogy presents a purely terrestrial situation in which the divisions of

peoples are shown to be ordered. In contrast, J’s myth portrays linguistic diversity as a matter

of disorder, and a result of divine agency.

What a strictly source-critical analysis fails to address, however, is the meaning that results
from the combination of these two sources. And surely an understanding of the so-called
canonical, or final form, of the text should form part of its interpretation, if only for the
simple reason that that form is the result of deliberate editorial activity. In the case of Gen 10
and Gen 11:1-9, such editorial activity appears to have juxtaposed two accounts precisely

because they reflect on the same human reality. 132

B0 Ant. 1.4.2.
B! Westermann, Genesis, 1:499, 536-7.

132 So, e.g., Block, “National Identity,” 337.
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Firstly, in the matter of the sequence of events, we may note that the interpretation of Gen
11:1-9 as a resumption of a theme earlier laid out in Gen 10 is quite natural. The Table of
Nations presents the result of the dispersion of humanity across the earth, while the Babel
episode accounts for how it arose, with a particular focus on linguistic diversity. In this
respect, the interpretations of Jubilees and Josephus are certainly not wrong-headed, although

the specific ways in which they integrate these texts go beyond what can be found Genesis.

Secondly, we may consider the question of the varying perspectives of the two texts. For one
thing, the texts are unified in the important realization that language and peoplehood are
closely related, and in affirming that geographic distance sustains the distinctions between
ethno-linguistic groups. Yet it is true that the Table of Nations associates the spread of
humanity across the earth with blessing, whereas the Tower of Babel episode is more
negative in its assessment (though I have argued above that it does not see it as curse or
punishment). Here, then, there may be an editorial effort, as Harland has suggested, to present
a balanced picture which highlights both the good and the bad in human diversity. Mankind
has multiplied and taken possession of the furthest reaches of the earth, in fulfilment of its
creator’s wish, but this spread of humanity involves distinctions that may be regrettably

PR 133
divisive.

It is also interesting to note that both Gen 10 and Gen 11:1-9 pay particular attention to
Mesopotamia in describing the fundamental situation of mankind."** This is quite intelligible,
given the enduring and formidable cultural influence of that region across the Near East,

including in the realm of language. It is also understandable as a reflection of the repeated

133 Harland, “Sin of Babel,” 527-33.

"** Though this may not be a similarity that bridges the source distinction, as the Nimrod interlude in Gen 10
(vv. 8-12) is commonly ascribed to J.
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encounters of Israel and Judah, at various points in those nations’ history, with Assyrians and

Babylonians.

In these respects, Gen 10 and Gen 11:1-9 function effectively together in their canonical
arrangement; and an acknowledgement of their composition history certainly does not

warrant establishing a strict dichotomy between the two texts.

II1. The Future of Language: Linguistic Diversity and the Religious Community of

Yahweh

In several prophetic passages, the issue of language is, or may be, raised in connection with a
future change in the boundaries of the community consisting of Yahweh’s worshippers. In
these passages, where non-Israelites come to worship Israel’s god, the theme of language and
linguistic diversity is treated in various ways. I shall examine these passages in order to
determine whether, for the biblical authors, language, and in particular the language of Israel,
defines the boundaries of Yahweh’s community. These passages are Zeph 3:9; Isa 19:18; and

Zech 8:23.1%

A. “Purified Speech”: Zeph 3:9

“At that time I will change [the speech of] the peoples to a purified speech [ 797X
712 79 ooy HX], that all of them may call on the name of Yahweh and serve
him with one effort [71R D2¥].”

"3 In the the Judaean-Ashdodite marriages (Neh 13:23-24), language is involved in maintaining, rather than
changing, the boundaries of Judah, conceived primarily, in my opinion, as an ethnic community rather than a
religious one; this issue will be further explored in Chapter 7.
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1. Textual Issues

The unusual syntax of this verse, literally “I will change to the peoples a purified speech,”
may be slightly eased slightly if we correct MT’s 2X to ¥, in line with LXX and the Hebrew

Minor Prophets Scroll from Wadi Murabba‘at.'*®

Here, %y may express the locus of the
particular item that is transformed, as in Dan 10:8 “my complexion was transformed” [ >1m

oy T9m1).”

For MT’s 7112, LXX has €ig yeveav avtfic. As Hubert Irsigler points out, LXX appears to be

137

reading *77172, “in its generation,” here. ”" LXX is otherwise unsupported in this reading,

and the sense of MT is more readily intelligible.

2. Context

This structure and relation of the oracles of Zeph 3, which contains several introductory

99 ¢

formulas (“on that day,” “at that time”) are somewhat obscure, as Marvin Sweeney has
pointed out.'* Our verse makes most sense in the immediate context of vv. 8~10 which
describe the gathering of scattered peoples and kingdoms to receive Yahweh’s judgement.

The relation of this to the partial judgement visited upon Jerusalem (vv. 1-7, 9—13) is not

clear, but the overall impression is not that Jerusalem will be rejected in favour of Gentiles.

136 Mur 88 col. XXI.

137 Hubert Irsigler, Zefanja: Ubersetzt und ausgelegt (HTKAT; Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 2002), 369.
Marvin Sweeney’s suggestion that LXX reads a form of X712 here, implying a link to the original unity of
language at creation, is unlikely; Marvin A. Sweeney, Zephaniah: A Commentary (Hermeneia. Minneapolis:
Fortress, 2003), 168, 184.

138 Sweeney, Zephaniah, 182.
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3. 7172 75, “Purified Speech”

In attempting to understand the force of 777172 5% in this verse, we may first note that there is
no compelling reason within the passage to understand 9% as “a language” over against the
common meaning “speech” more generally: it does not occur with a demonym or toponym
(as in 110 NoW), or in parallel with "% meaning “a language”; nor is it enumerated as in Gen

11:1, 6. Therefore, 5% may be interpreted as “speech” in Zeph 3:9, for the moment.

We may now consider the meaning of 772 in this context. The verb 772 is used to describe
polished metals (e.g., Isa 49:2; Jer 51:11), as well as ceremonial purity (Isa 52:11), and
righteous behaviour and character (e.g., 2 Sam 22:7). It is used of sincere speech in Job 33:3.
In the text under consideration, Zeph 3:9, the purity appears to be of a cultic nature: what the
purification results in is the invocation of Yahweh’s name, and service, that is, worship, of
Yahweh among the peoples. The mechanism by which this purification comes about is not
stated explicitly in the verse, but the context implies a purging through Yahweh’s anger
imagined as fire. Yahweh declares “my decision is to gather nations . . . to pour out upon

them my indignation, all the heat of my anger . . . the fire of my passion” (Zeph 3:8).

Two parallels from other prophetic books are instructive in understanding this purified
speech. Firstly, Milgrom and others have pointed out the thematic similarity of Zeph 3:9 to
the cleansing of Isaiah’s lips in that prophet’s throne vision."* On seeing Yahweh, Isaiah
exclaims “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips [2°no &nv vX], and I live
among a people of unclean lips [2°na Xnv ay]” (Isa 6:5). 140 Subsequently, a seraph applies a
hot coal to Isaiah’s mouth, and declares “your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out

[M95n TnRvM 91w 01”7 (Isa 6:7).

" Jacob Milgrom, “Did Isaiah Prophesy during the Reign of Uzziah?” VT 14 (1964): 164-82, at 172.

140 NRSV modified.
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In both Isa 6 and Zeph 3, we see the recognition that ordinary profane human speech is
inappropriate for communication with the divine realm; and moreover that fire is a powerful
symbol or metaphor of purgation (1177, WX; Zeph 3:8). But in Isa 6:5-7, apart from the use of
15 (here in the dual rather than the singular), we do not find significant similarities in
wording to Zeph 3:9. Thus the relationship between these passages is not a direct one, but one

of broad themes and concepts.

Secondly, we may also consider the following verses from Hosea: “On that day, says
Yahweh, you will call me, ‘My husband,” and no longer will you call me, ‘My master [*?v2].’
For I will remove the names of the Baals from her mouth, and they shall be mentioned by
name no more” (Hos 2:18-19). 4! Here, the title by which Israel addresses Yahweh is altered,
in order to eliminate the names of gods other than Yahweh from Israel’s speech. Given that
the outcome of purifying the nations’ speech in Zeph 3:9 is calling on Yahweh’s name, we
might similarly imagine that the purification involves expunging the names of other gods

from the lips of the nations.

In addition to these specifically cultic considerations, “purified speech” may also indicate
ethical uprightness. Several verses later in Zeph 3, we read: “the remnant of Israel shall do no
wrong and utter no lies, nor shall deceitful talk [n°»7n 17%2] be found in their mouths” (Zeph
3:13). Thus, a purified speech may be one which does not contain deliberate falsehoods.
Since it is stressed elsewhere in the prophetic literature that righteousness is a precondition of
acceptable cultic service (e.g., Isa 1:10-20), these two types of purity of speech—cultic and

righteous—may well be related.

These passages lead us to understand the “purified speech” as a manner of speech with which

it is appropriate to worship Yahweh. And in that Yahweh bestows this upon many nations,

41 NRSV modified.
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59 142

who will serve him with “one effort [TnX 02V, we may, with Uehlinger, speak of a

widespread Kultgemeinschafft, or cultic community, in this verse. 143

4. Relationship to Gen 11:1-9

Several scholars have detected a relationship of some kind between Zeph 3:9 and the Tower
of Babel episode. Sweeney and Geller argue that Zeph 3:9 contains an intentional reversal of
the diversification of languages at Babel, and in this they agree with a long exegetical

S 144
tradition.

If this were correct, we would have good reason to understand in Zeph 3:9 as “a
(particular) language,” as in Gen 11:1-9, rather than simply “speech.” I shall now consider

whether there are grounds for detecting a relationship between these texts.

According to those who detect a direct relationship to Gen 11:1-9, the transformation (the
verb 7977) of the peoples’ speech in Zeph 3:9 is a reversion to the original monolingual
condition of mankind. Geller translates: “I shall change the peoples back to pure speech.” 145
The purification (772) of the speech reverses the mixing (72) of humanity’s speech, and here
Geller detects deliberate wordplay. 16 Moreover, Sweeney indicates that the dispersion of

humanity depicted in Gen 11:1-9 is undone in Zeph 3, since “From beyond the rivers of

Cush, my suppliants, my scattered ones [*10 na], shall bring my offering.”'*’ Thus, both

"2 The image of the unified “shoulder” may be drawn from draught animals; cf. LXX, Syr, which translate 02w
as “yoke.”

143 «Cultic community”’; Uehlinger, Weltreich, 349, n. 22; similarly, Irsigler, Zefanja, 376.

144 See, for instance, Tg. Neb. at Zeph 3:9, which expansively translates 119 as 711 92n, “one speech,” echoing
the Targumic translations of nnX 75 in Gen 11:1.

145 Geller, “Imagery in Ps 114,” 193, emphasis added.

1 The duplicated final root consonants in both words make this a morphological as well as a phonetic
wordplay.

147 Sweeney, Zephaniah, 183.
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Yahweh’s scattering and confusion at Babel are undone in Zeph 3. We may also add that the
passages contain several specific verbal similarities that appear to tie them together: oy,
“people,” in connection with 19, “speech/language”; 073, “all of them”; a form of X,
expressing unity; ow, “name”; Y81 73, “the whole earth”(Zeph 3:8-9). The direction of this
relationship is in keeping with the dates traditionally assigned to these texts: Gen 11:1-9, as a
text from J, would date to early in the monarchic period, while the prophecies of Zephaniah

are dated to the second half of the seventh century B.C.E. (Zeph 1:1).

In response, we may firstly note that the strength of the specific verbal links is not
overwhelming, given that most of these are extremely common words in the biblical corpus,
although their appearance together in both texts does increase the weight of the argument for
a relationship between these texts. As for the themes that are supposedly common between
these two texts, we may point out that they appear quite differently in Zeph 3 from Gen 11.
The unity of the peoples in Zeph 3:9 is in their worship of Yahweh with a common speech;
however, as I pointed out in my analysis of Gen 11:1-9 above, that text does not appear to
have a cultic interest—the structure is not a religious one, and the single language of
humanity is not a single language of worship. Further, while peoples and nations are indeed
gathered together in Zeph 3:8, the text does not state that they will be unified into a single
people, whereas Gen 11:1-9 is extremely concerned with the question of ethnic
unity/diversity. Finally, while Zeph 3:10 does imagine the reversal of scattering, it is of
Yahweh’s worshippers specifically, rather than of all the peoples of the earth. The image may
be compared to that found in Zech 10:9-10 and Isa 56:8, where dispersed Israelites are
gathered from the far reaches of the earth. Thus, we cannot talk of the reversal of the Babel

event in this respect.
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In sum, there is not a sufficiently close thematic or verbal correspondence between Zeph 3
and Gen 11:1-9 to indicate a close relationship, and so the idea that Zeph 3:9 represents a
reversal of the confusion of language at Babel should not be accepted. 18 As such, there is no
strong reason for understanding 75 to mean “a language” in this verse, and the meaning

“speech” discussed above can be seen to suffice.

5. Hebrew as the Purified Speech?

An exegetical tradition arose that identified the “purified speech” of Zeph 3:9 with Hebrew,
the “holy language.” For instance, 4Q464, a composition about the patriarchs, uses 77172 75w
together with W1pn N in connection with the life of Abraham, who in many retellings,
knew or learnt Hebrew (e.g., Jub. 12). It seems unlikely that the intent of 717172 715% in Zeph
3:9 is to indicate that Hebrew will become the universal language of liturgy, but we may note

in particular two reasons why this tradition may have arisen.

Firstly, in Late Biblical and postbiblical Hebrew, 7172 can mean “chosen, selected; elite”
(e.g., Neh 5:18; 1 Chr 7:40; so understood in Tg. Ps.-J. ad Zeph 3:9). As Irsigler has noted,
an understanding of 77172 9% as “a chosen language” (e.g., Tg. Ps.-Jon. 7°na 7n 9%1n) may
have facilitated the identification of this with the holy language. '** However, this
connotation of “selection” for 7172 is not clearly intended in Zeph 3:9, which stems from the

period of Classical Biblical Hebrew.

18 Uehlinger and Irsigler do not imagine that a “single language” is in view in Zeph 3:9, but they support some
kind of indirect relationship between this text and Gen 11:1-9; Uehlinger, Weltreich, 349, n. 22; Irsigler,
Zefanja, 376. But if the nature of this relationship is thus attenuated, it is not clear to me what significance it
should be given in interpreting either text.

9 Irsigler, Zefanja, 369.
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Secondly, the identification of the “purified speech” with Hebrew may also have been
facilitated by an association of Isa 19:18 with Zeph 3:9. In Isa 19:18, in five Egyptian cities
where 1915 no “the language of Canaan” will come to be spoken, people will “swear
allegiance to Yahweh of hosts.” The content of this verse, describing non-Israelite peoples’
worship of Yahweh, is similar to Zeph 3:9, and there appears to be a close relationship

9.5 Thus, it is an

between Zeph 3:8-10 and the oracles concerning Egypt in Isa 18-1
understandable interpretative step to identify these two “speeches.” But it is far from certain

that Zeph 3:9 intentionally alludes to Isa 19:18, and so it is safest not to identify the “purified

speech” with Hebrew, or any other particular language, in our interpretation.

6. Summary

77172 79 in Zeph 3:9 appears to indicate a manner of speech fit for worshipping Yahweh,
rather than a particular national language. In addition, Zeph 3:9 does not appear to envisage a

reversal of the linguistic or territorial distinctions established at Babel.

B. The Language of Canaan in Five Cities of Egypt: Isa 19:18

“On that day there will be five cities in the land of Egypt that speak the language
of Canaan [1¥1> no m127n] and swear allegiance to Yahweh of hosts. One of
these will be called the City of the Sun.”

1. Textual Issues

MT identifies the city mentioned as 9777 7°Y. The noun 077 is a hapax legomenon in Biblical

Hebrew. Preferable is the reading 07m77 7y of 1QIsa” and 1QIsa’, supported by Tg., Syr., and

150 For the similarities between these passages, see Sweeney, Zephaniah, 182-85.
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Vulg. 0711 is a rare noun meaning “sun’ (e.g., Job 9:7). This Egyptian city would therefore be
the one referred to elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible as 18/1% “On,” Egyptian iwnw, known to
the Greeks as ‘HlovmoAg, “sun city, Heliopolis,” in accordance with the prominence of the
god Ra’s cult there. Instead of 0771, LXX reads acedek here (Heb. p7¥i), which may be an

interpretative reading.

2. Context and Date

This verse is one of five short prophecies concerning Egypt that are introduced by the phrase
X177 212 (vv. 16-25). These prophecies focus on the victory of Judah over Egypt (vv. 16—17),
the worship of Yahweh in Egypt (vv. 19-22), and relations among Egypt, Assyria, and Israel
(vv. 23-25). These follow an extended oracle of judgement against Egypt (vv. 1-15). The
five X177 012 prophecies are generally regarded as a secondary addition to the chapter, but
their relationship to one another is not clear. Joseph Blenkinsopp represents perhaps the
standard scholarly position when he writes that “these five editorial addenda have been
attached serially to 19: 1-15."5'n contrast, Balogh treats these verses as a single addition

expressing a unified vision. 152

The historical circumstances reflected in the verses are also the subject of debate. Reference
to cultic worship of Yahweh in Egypt has been associated with communities of Judaeans
attested in Egypt from the 6" century on, as at Elephantine and Alexandria (so

153

Blenkinsopp). ™ On the other hand, the topic of Assyrian-Egyptian relations, and particularly

a possible reference to Esarhaddon’s invasion of Egypt (v. 23), points to a 70 century setting

! Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39 (AB; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 2000), 317.
12 Balogh, Stele of YHWH, 296-302.

133 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 318.

136



(thus Balogh). 5 In our particular verse, “City of the Sun” apparently reflects the Greek name
of On/Heliopolis. The implications of this for dating are not straightforward, since the Greek

name ‘Hlobvmolg was in use well before the Hellenistic period. '

3. Interpretation
What does it mean to prophesy that five Egyptian cities will speak the language of Canaan?

We may first address the issue of what it means for 07y, “cities,” to speak a language.
Elsewhere this ability is attributed to individuals or nations, and clearly 7°¥ in Isa 19:18 is
used not to refer to a location, but in the sense of “the inhabitants of a city as a group.”
Though only here in the Hebrew Bible is 7°¥ the subject of the verb 727, other verbs of
speaking are elsewhere similarly predicated of 7"V (e.g., 71¥, “answer,” Deut 22:10; pv7, “cry

out,” 1 Sam 4:13).

The speaking of Canaanite in these cities must therefore be of such a kind that it can be
attributed to these entire cities. This might be appropriate if the language of Canaan became
the “official” language of these cities— the language of the rulers of these cities or that in
which administration was carried out; or it might be appropriate if Canaanite were the
language of commerce, or that spoken by the majority of citizens. However, it does not seem
an appropriate description of a city with an ethnic enclave of Canaanite speakers, and thus I
do not agree with Blenkinsopp and others that the specific mention of “five cities” refers to “a

federation or network of Jewish communities” in diaspora in Egypt.'>® Surely some kind of

13* Balogh, Stele of YHWH, 302.
155 For instance, Herodotus uses the name in the 5M century; Hist. 2.7-8.

1 Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 319.

137



transformation of the five Egyptian cities is envisaged, which will change the linguistic

situation within them. "’

It is important that this transformation is both a linguistic and a religious one, for the cities
will also “swear allegiance to Yahweh of hosts [m&ax Mm% myawi].” The cultic worship of
Yahweh in Egypt is emphasized in the surrounding verses: an altar and a pillar (72%») to
Yahweh will be set up (v. 19), and sacrifices, grain offerings, and votive offerings will be
made (v. 21)."® Perhaps here Canaanite is the precondition for such service of Yahweh. After
all, swearing an oath to a god named mMX2ax M7 involves using Canaanite/Hebrew: NX2X at

least is a Hebrew word; and the name mM7* might also be regarded an item in that language. 19

In another respect, we might focus on the political connotations of the image of Egyptians
using the religion and language of Judaeans. Religion and language are pieces of a nation’s
cultural property; to this extent, the two claims, that Egypt will take up Judah’s religion and
its language, reinforce a single idea: that Judah will achieve dominance over Egypt (as in vv.
16-17). This is apparently Balogh’s interpretation: “the adoption of the Canaanite language
should . . . be seen as a political necessity after YHWH, the Canaanite speaking overlord, has
conquered and subdued the country.” 10 If this is correct, Balogh is astute to observe that this
passage contains an analogue of biblical prophecies that tell of Israel having to hear a foreign

language on the lips of invading nations (Isa 28:11; 33:19; Jer 5:15; Deut 28:49). Egypt will

157 That is not to say that the transformation could not build on something already existing—the author of this
verse might be envisaging that certain existing Canaanite-speaking enclaves will achieve new prominence in
their host cities.

1% See Balogh for a discussion of the significance of the 7123%, which may also (or primarily) function here as
Yahweh'’s royal victory stele; Balogh, Stele of YHWH, 258-260.

'3 This is not to say that 777> was analysed as anything but a proper noun by the biblical authors, although
scholars have proposed a verbal origin for the term; see Patrick D. Miller, The Religion of Ancient Israel
(Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 2000), 1-3.

1% Balogh, Stele of YHWH, 255. It may be noted, however, that Canaanite/Judaean/Hebrew is not clearly
presented as the language of Yahweh elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible.
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likewise suffer this fate at the hands of Judah. In this understanding, the worship of Yahweh
in Egypt is primarily conceived of as the service due from a vassal to a suzerain, and this
appears to be conveyed in the use of ¥avw, “swear,” in our verse, a term that can expresses

political fealty in the language of international relations.

It should be noted, however, that these verses do not present an unmixed image of Egypt’s
subjugation: Yahweh raises up a “saviour” for Egypt (Isa 18:21), “strikes and heals” it (v.22),
and, and calls it “my people” (v. 23). Some scholars, including (tentatively) Hans Wildberger,
have for this reason considered vv. 17-23 to contain a salvation oracle for Egypt and

.. . . . 161
intimations of universalism.

If the Canaanite language (which I argued earlier is used to
refer to the continuum of languages and dialects in Canaan, including Judaean Hebrew) is
involved in this salvation, however, it is apparently merely instrumental or secondary;
Egypt’s salvation certainly does not consist in its adoption of Canaanite. In addition, there is

no sense in this passage that Canaanite will be extended universally or even beyond the “five

cities” to all of Egypt.

C. Ten Men from All the Linguistic Communities of the Nations: Zech 8:23

Thus says Yahweh of hosts: In those days ten men from all the linguistic
communities of the nations [22137 MIY? Hon Wik 7wy] shall take hold of the
garment of a Judaean man [>7177> K], saying, ‘Let us go with you, for we have
heard that God is with you.”'%*

! Hans Wildberger, Isaiah: A Continental Commentary (3 vols.; trans. Thomas H. Trapp; Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1991-2002); 2:281-82.

162 NRSV modified. For the translation “linguistic communities” in this verse, see the discussion above. There
are no textual difficulties in this verse.
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1. Context and Date

This is the final verse of Zech 8, and therefore the close of the so-called First Zechariah, Zech
1-8, a prophetic collection with different style and focus from Zech 9-14. It appears in the
context of predictions of universalistic worship of Yahweh (vv. 20-22). However, the short
oracle of v. 23 is generally regarded as a secondary addition to the collection, in light of the
separate introductory formula (m7> X 712, “Thus says Yahweh of hosts™) and separate

specification of time (7177 O°272). 163

This verse must therefore postdate the composition of
Zech 1-8 (very late 6" century, at the earliest), but otherwise the date cannot be determined.

The addressees of this oracle must therefore be the postexilic Judaean community.

2. Interpretation

The situation of Zech 8:23 is presented differently from Isa 19. The universalism in this
Zechariah passage is clear, with people coming from across the world to seek Yahweh.
Moreover this turning to Yahweh is voluntary, and does not involve the theme of submission
that could be found in Isa 19. And the form of this worship is vague: in the surrounding
verses the terms Wpa, “seek,” and 019 1771, “entreat the favour of” (vv. 21 and 22), are used,

and cultic apparatus and offerings are not mentioned.

In this passage, the linguistic identity of these foreign communities does not appear to be a
strong theme. In the preceding verses of Zech 8, we have reference to people groups by other
terms: we read of the “inhabitants of many cities [mM27 2>y "2v°]” (v. 20) and “many peoples

and strong nations [2°21¥Y 2731 2°271 2°1nY]” (v. 22), who will likewise come to entreat Judah’s

16350 Meyers and Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1-8, 440; Petersen, Haggai and Zechariah 1-8, 318.
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god. Thus W% may simply be a stylistic variant of other words for people groups, as it

appears to be in Isa 66:18, where the worship of Yahweh by many nations is also in view.

However, the reference to the linguistic difference of these foreign peoples may be in
deliberate focus. We may note, for example, that the name of the Judaean god, Yahweh, is
not used in the words attributed to these communities, and instead we find the non-specific
7R, “God.” As Meyers and Meyers point out, this may be an authorial representation of
cultural or religious difference through language, a recognition that Yahweh belongs
specifically to the religious language of Judah. 14 The same principle seems to be at work in

the use of 0°779% in Pharaoh Neco’s message to Josiah (2 Chr 35:21). 165

If language is at issue in this passage, the designation >717> may be deliberately used with a
linguistic connotation: Judaeans may represent a " W9, an ethnic community with its own
distinctive language, alongside those that will come to seek God. Consequently, the special
access to God that a Judaean can provide may have a linguistic dimension; perhaps it is
through the Judaean language in particular that Yahweh can be sought and entreated. This
latter point, however, is not emphasized. Indeed the issue of what medium of communication
the foreigners use to communicate with the Judaean is not addressed in this passage. There is
certainly no implication that Judaeans, as Petersen suggests, must possess a “phenomenal
linguistic competence” in order to be able to understand the “myriad of tongues” in which the
nations will address them.'®® Thus the universal worship of Yahweh by peoples of all

languages does not, apparently, result in the eradication of linguistic boundaries in the world.

164 Meyers and Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1-8, 442.

165 1t should be pointed out, however, that the nations use the name Yahweh in Zech 8:21; but, as noted, these
verses may come originally from different hands.

166 Petersen, Haggai and Zechariah 1-8, 319.
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3. Summary

From an analysis of these passages, no consistent or systematic relationship can be detected
between the community of Yahweh’s worshippers and a particular language. Isaiah 19:18
contains the strongest indication of a relationship between the worship of Yahweh and the
language spoken by Judaeans (and their neighbours, Canaanite), without, however,
connotations of universalism. The worship of Yahweh among linguistically diverse peoples is
envisaged in Zech 8:23, but this verse does not indicate a change in the world’s linguistic
situation. A linguistic change is envisioned in Zeph 3:9, but this purification of language is
not of the kind that removes diversity. Thus, the idea of the religious significance of Hebrew

in particular does not emerge as a strong theme in the Hebrew Bible.

IV. A Divine Language? The Unknown Speech of Ps 81:6

Ps 81:6 may contain reference to a language that reflects an important distinction: a
distinctively divine language that differs from the language used by humans. The
interpretation of the relevant portion of this verse, ¥YaWR *ny7 X7 not, “I hear a
speech/language I did not know” however, is unclear, and will now be examined. Here is the

verse in some context. The traditional subdivisions of v. 6 are indicated in superscript:

4 Blow the trumpet at the new moon, at the full moon, on our festal day.

3 For it is a statute for Israel, an ordinance of the God of Jacob.

% *He made it a decree in J oseph, ®when he went out against the land of Egypt. ‘1
hear speech I did not know

[YnWR °nYT> ®D Noty 0°7%n IR DY INRXD v qovra mv).

"I relieved his shoulder of the burden; his hands were freed from the basket.

8 In distress you called, and I rescued you; I answered you in the secret place of
thunder; I tested you at the waters of Meribah.” %’

17 NRSV modified.
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A. Textual Issues

LXX has third person singular verbs—&yvo, fikovsev— for MT’s °ny7 and ynwX. This does
not necessarily attest a difference in LXX’s Vorlage, however, since the translator may have
been trying to make sense of the confusing sequence of speakers and referents in this psalm

(see below).

B. Context

The structure of the psalm is relatively clear (see Kraus; Hossfeld and Zenger),'®® although
the point of transition from the first section to the second is disputed, as will be discussed
further. After an introductory call to worship spoken by a member of the community (vv. 2—
6[b]), Yahweh recounts the events of the exodus ([6¢—]7), and lays down the commandment
to have no strange god (8—10). Next, Yahweh rebukes the community for disobedience, and

exhorts Israel to return to him (vv. 11-16).

C. Interpretation of y»UR °ny7 X2 nolv

The meaning of ¥R *ny7 K2 o (Ps 81:6¢) is disputed. There are four major points of
disagreement among scholars: 1) the identity of the speaker of this stich, and thus the referent
of the two first person singular verbs; 2) the meaning and referent of 75%; 3) the syntax of
"Ny &2 no. Each of these issues is relevant in understanding 75t in this psalm, and so I

shall consider all of them.

1% Kraus, Psalms 60—150, 146; Frank-Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger, Psalms 2: A Commentary on Psalms
51-100 (trans. Linda M. Maloney; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), 320.

143



1. The Speaker of Ps 81:6¢

There are two ways of fitting v. 6¢ in the structure of the psalm. The stich may be taken as the
last words of the human who summons Israel to worship, and thus as the conclusion of the
introductory, call-to-worship section (vv. 1-6b). 1% In this interpretation, the caller is seen to
be speaking from the point of view of the exodus community, recounting an experience they
had: “I heard [or: hear] [ Yahweh’s] speech which I did not know.” Alternatively, v. 6¢c may
be understood as the first words of Yahweh’s description of the exodus (so Dahood), and thus
the beginning of the “oracle” that runs to the end of the psalm. 70 In this interpretation,
Yahweh mentions the initial circumstances which led him to redeem Israel: “I heard [Israel’s]

speech which I did not know.”

In favour of Dahood’s Yahweh-as-speaker interpretation, we may note the distribution of
first-person verbs in the psalm. The two verbs in v. 6¢, *n¥7> and yaWX, are the first verbs in
the first person in the psalm,'”" and they are followed by a sequence of twelve first-person
verbs that characterize Yahweh'’s direct speech until the end of the psalm. In this respect,
'ny7 and YnWR most naturally belong within Yahweh’s speech. To believe the opposite, that
these two verbs are spoken from the perspective of the human speaker of vv. 2-5 would
involve seeing in this psalm a strange and abrupt change of direction: this four-word clause,
YNWR *nyT> X2 No, would contain a perspective that is unique in the psalm—a human speaker

recounting his own experience—and one that disappears immediately, since, for the

19 S0 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 2, 320.
"9 Dahood, Psalms, 2:264—65.

"' Though in LXX and Syr. they are 3 sg.
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remainder of the psalm, only Yahweh’s voice is heard. Such a switch is, as Charles Briggs

noted, “improbable.” 172

In defence of the human-speaker interpretation of v. 6¢, Hossfeld and Zenger write that v. 6¢
“confronts us with the ‘I’ of the person speaking the psalm, who had been included in the
previous call to praise within the group’s ‘we’: cf. ‘our strength’ [111] in v. 2 and ‘our feast’
[1r] in v. 4.7 Moreover, in biblical poetry we fairly frequently encounter switches of
speaker or person that strike us as jarring or out of place, but seem to be the correct textual
readings. We may also support the human-speaker interpretation by noting that Israel appears
as the subject of the verb ynw four times in the rest of the psalm (v. 9, twice; v. 12; v. 14)
with the meanings “to hear” and “to obey.” Thus it would be natural that the community’s

representative, the caller-to-worship, would also be the subject of “hearing.”

2. Meaning and Referent of 7o

In Ps 81:6, it is clear that 5% does not bear the anatomical meaning “lip”: since 719 is the
object of ¥n¥, a verb of hearing, a meaning must be sought for 75% in the realm of auditory
perception rather than anatomy. The two meanings of 751 that fit this criterion are “speech”

‘ 174
generally, and, more narrowly, “a language.”

In Dahood’s Yahweh-as-speaker interpretation, 75% would mean “speech,” because the
alternative, that this passage depicts Yahweh as being ignorant of some human language, is

very implausible. It would be a statement of a unique kind in the Hebrew Bible, and a

'72 Charles A. Briggs, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Psalms (2 vols.; ICC; Edinburgh:
T&T Clark, 1906-1907), 2:211.

173 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 2, 321.

' It may be noted that LXX apparently understands 75% as “language” here, rendering it yAdooav.
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theologically problematic one. Rather, Dahood takes 5% as “speech.” This speech is the
desperate plea of the Israelites: Yahweh heard this, and was prompted to deliver them. This
plea is mentioned in v. 8 of this psalm (7¥21%) NXP 77%3, “in distress you called and I
rescued you”) and in other accounts of the exodus (Exod 2:23-24; 3:7, 9), and in this respect,

Dahood’s interpretation fits the immediate and broader biblical context.

Among interpretations which see Ps 81:6¢ as spoken by the human caller-to-worship, 78% is
variously taken as either “speech” or “a language.” Hossfeld and Zenger prefer “speech,” and
understand it as referring to Yahweh’s oracle in vv. 7-17, which they imagine to have been
received by a cult prophet who is the speaker of the psalm. 175 Alternatively, we might
understand this “speech” as one located in the past: as Yahweh’s communications with the
Israelites at the time of the exodus. For the Exodus accounts depict Yahweh speaking directly
to Moses (Exod 3—4 etc.), Aaron (4:27), and all Israel (at Sinai; Exod 19:16, 20:22; Deut
4:33; 10:4). Taking 1% as referring to the speech of Yahweh, either at the exodus or in cult
prophecy, has the advantage of linking the occurrences of yn¥ throughout the psalm: Israel
(or: the prophet) once heard and obeyed Yahweh words (v. 6, 9), and, despite some failures in
obedience (v. 12), is enjoined to heed them still (v. 14). And as T. Booij has pointed out,

obedience, expressed through y»¥, is a major thematic element in this psalm. 176

Against this understanding, 75% is interpreted as “language” by Block, Ullendorff, Weinberg,

177
and others.

In favour of this interpretation, we may note that both ¥7> and y»% are used in
the Hebrew Bible to express knowing a language: ¥7° in this usage means “to know (be able

to understand and/or speak) [a language]” (Deut 28:29; Jer 5:15); and ¥»¥ idiomatically

175 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 2, 324.
176 T, Booij, “The Background of the Oracle in Psalm 81,” Biblica 65 (1985): 465-75.

"7 Block, “National Identity,” 332; Ullendorff, “Knowledge of Languages,” 464; Weinberg, “Language
Consciousness,” 57.
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refers to receptive ability, “to be able to understand [a language]” (e.g., Gen 42:23; 2 Kgs
18:26). In Ps 81:6, the use of these words with 5% as their apparent direct object suggests
that they carry their linguistic senses, and hence that 75% means “language.” Block,
Ullendorff, et al. differ, however, as to the identity of this language, the referent of 75% being

either the Egyptian language or the language of Yahweh.

Ullendorff and, following the JPS translation, Weinberg hold that the language in question is

the Egyptian language,'”

the land of Egypt having just been mentioned in v. 6b. In support
of this interpretation, Ullendorff and Weinberg cite Ps 114:1, discussed above, in which
Egypt’s linguistic otherness is referred to: “When Israel went out from Egypt, the house of
Jacob from a people speaking unintelligibly [1v% o¥n], Judah became his sanctuary, Israel his
dominion.” By thus mentioning Egypt’s linguistic otherness in the context of the exodus, Ps
114 would provide a close parallel to Ps 81:6c¢, as understood by Ullendorff and Weinberg.
The effect of referring to the Egyptians’ language here is to set the scene for Israel’s

subjection in an alien land, before Yahweh’s deliverance. It should be noted, however, that

Egypt’s foreign language is not again raised in Ps 81.

In contrast, according to Block, “the unknown language is not that of foreigners, but divine . .
. a divine language differing from that of humans.”'”® Block does not elaborate on the
function of this concept in Ps 81. We might imagine that it is used to emphasize the starkness
of the encounter between Israel and its god at the exodus. Block does, however, support his
interpretation with reference to a study by Johannes Friedrich, in which Friedrich claims that

the idea of a divine language distinct from human language may be found in bilingual

178 Ullendorf, “Knowledge of Languages,” 464; Ullendorff, “C’est de I’hébreu,” 128; Weinberg, “Language
Consciousness,” 57. This is also the interpretation of Ibn Ezra ad Ps 81:6.

179 Block, “National Identity,” 332 n. 44.
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Hattic/Hittite texts. In assessing Block’s reading of Ps 81:6c¢, I shall consider the

Hattic/Hittite evidence, as well as the idea of divine language elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible.

1. Divine Language among the Hittites

Friedrich pointed out that certain bilingual Hattic/Hittite ritual texts distinguish between, on
the one hand, the names or epithets by which humans invoke some god, and, on the other, the
names or epithets by which the gods know that god.'™® In one of these texts, for instance, we
read: “to mankind you are TaSimmeti§, but among the gods you are IStar the queen.”181
Friedrich compared this with a practice found on several occasions in the Iliad (e.g., IL.
14.290) and Odyssey (e.g., Od. 12.61), in which the poet contrasts “human” and “divine”
words for certain items (birds, plants, cliffs, etc.). While Friedrich in his analysis of the
Hattic/Hittite texts pointed out that “[e]in ausdriicklicher Hinweis auf die Sprache der Gotter
und Menschen kommt nicht vor,”'®* he nevertheless concluded that it was appropriate to

describe these references as evidence for a concept of divine language—Gottersprache—as

distinct from human language—Menschensprache—in ancient Asia Minor.

However, as Calvert Watkins has indicated, a notion of divine and human languages cannot
be inferred from the Hattic/Hittite texts, since “[a]ll the examples of this figure concern the

names or epithets of deities; we never have reference to any ordinary lexical item being

' Johannes Friedrich, “Géttersprache und Menschensprache im hethitischen Schrifttum,” in Sprachgeschichte
und Wortbedeutung: Festschrift Albert Debrunner gewidmet von Schiilern, Freunden und Kollegen (Bern:
Francke, 1954), 135-39.

'8 KUB 8.41 II 8-9. The translation I use here is taken from Calvert Watkins, “Language of Gods and
Language of Men: Remarks on Some Indo-European Metalinguistic Traditions” in Myth and Law among the
Indo-Europeans: Studies in Indo-European Comparative Mythology (ed. Jaan Puhvel; Berkeley, Ca.: University
of California Press, 1970), 1-17, at 7.

182 «An explicit reference to the language of the gods and humans does not occur”; Friedrich, “Gottersprache”
138.
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assigned to the language of men or to the language of gods”; rather the practice is “more akin
to the Greek hymnic tradition of invoking a divinity by a number of different names or
epithets,” a tradition, we might add, that is also attested in ancient Mesopotamian religion
(see the list of Marduk’s fifty names, Enuma Elish 6.123-7.146).'® As in Enuma Elish, the
ascription of many names to the gods in the Hattic/Hittite texts may be related to complicated
processes of cultural assimilation, as Alfonso Archi has suggested. '8¢ Thus the practice is not
clearly aimed at establishing a distinction between registers of the language, unlike the
Homeric texts and certain Old Norse and Sanskrit parallels analysed by Watkins. In those
cases, the “divine” word for some item is indisputably a word in Greek (or Old Norse or
Sanskrit), although it belongs to a marked register of the language (archaic or poetic), and is

opposed to the standard unmarked “human” term. 185

Therefore, although a difference exists in the names by which the gods are known among the
gods, there is insufficient evidence to claim that there was a concept of a separate divine
language among the Hittites, and hence these Hattic/Hittite texts do not provide a parallel that

supports identifying the *ny7> X2 now of Ps 81:6¢ with a divine language. 186

'8 Watkins, “Language of Gods,” 8. In fact, Watkins goes further and denies that the Hattic/Hittite texts are
even “comparable” to the Greek examples. However, the similarity of phrasing in the texts (“to/for/among
humans . . . to/for/among gods . . . ) suggests a relationship of some sort, as Friedrich maintained; Friedrich,
“Gottersprache,” 138. In addition, Staal points out that many ancient cultures conceived of language as chiefly a
system of naming, and failed to distinguish between proper and common nouns; therefore the distance between
these practices may not be as great as first appears; Staal, “Origin of Language,” 1-2.

184 Alfonso Archi, “How a Pantheon Forms: The Cases of Hattian-Hittite Anatolia and Ebla of the 3
Millennium B.C.,” in Religionsgeschichtliche Beziehungen zwischen Kleinasien, Nordsyrien und dem Alten
Testament (ed. Bernd Janowski, Klaus Koch, and Gernot Wilhelm; OBO 129; Goéttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1993) 1-19, at 3-4.

'8 Watkins gives an English analogy of “horse” (unmarked) and “steed, mount, charger” (marked); Watkins,
“Language of Gods,” 5.

'8 A parallel closer in history, geography, and culture to the biblical sources that may suggest a difference
between divine and human speech comes from Ugarit. Dennis Pardee writes that in the attested Ugaritic
literature, “discourse from or about the divine sphere usually takes poetic form,” including, of course, the Baal
Cycle; Dennis Pardee, The Ugaritic Texts and the Origins of West Semitic Literary Composition (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012), 123-24. Such “god-talk,” as Pardee calls it, is thus marked off from other topics
through formal, lexical, and syntactic features. While the significance of this feature of Ugaritic literature
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ii. Divine Speech in the Hebrew Bible

137 the

While the language of God is a topic of speculation in postbiblical Jewish texts,
evidence from the Hebrew Bible for the concept of a specifically divine language is slim.

And while a detailed investigation of this subject lies beyond the scope of this dissertation,

some relevant evidence may be presented.

Several biblical texts clearly envisage speech among the divine beings, generally in the
context of the “divine council” (e.g., Pss 29:1; 82; 89:5-8; 103:19-21; Job 1:6-12; also
probably Gen 1:26; 3:22; 11:7). Nevertheless, these texts do not make a claim about a
particular language in which the business of heaven is carried out. Moreover, when humans
are present at the divine council (e.g., 1 Kgs 22:19-22; Isa 6; Zech 3:1-5), they do not fail to
understand god-talk, though the purgation of Isaiah’s lips in Isa 6:5-7 suggests a difference in

. . 1
holiness between divine and human speech. 8

Outside the context of communication among heavenly beings, Yahweh’s speech clearly
differs from that of humans. In Ps 29, the great power of Yahweh’s voice, presented as a
destructive force of nature, is meditated upon, while Elijah’s encounter with the voice is of a
gentler nature (1 Kgs 19:11-12). Yahweh’s word of prophecy is effective in a way that

human speech is not (Isa 55:10-11; Amos 3:8). Yahweh is said to have “lips full of

requires further examination, Pardee suggests that its function is to distinguish between spheres of literary
discourse (divine and profane), without, however, claiming that it sets up an opposition between the languages
used by gods and humans; Pardee, Ugaritic Texts, 33.

"7 Jub. 12.25-27. According to early rabbinic interpretation of the Sabbath commandment in Exod 20:8 and

Deut 5:12, divine speech is polyphonic or multivalent: “*‘Remember’ [1127] and ‘observe’ [11¥] were both
spoken at one utterance . . . . This is a manner of speech impossible for creatures of flesh and blood” (Mekhilta
de-Rabbi Ishmael, Bahodesh 7:55-60); translation from Jacob Z. Lauterbach, Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael (2
vols.; Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2004), 2:327. That is, one speech act of God’s is heard by a
human as two distinct words; in support of this, the midrash cites Ps 62:12: “Once God has spoken; twice have I
heard this: that power belongs to God.” This tradition is contained in a Qabbalistic hymn still sung in the
Sabbath liturgy of Judaism: 71X 712772 5N NAY.

' The purification of Isaiah’s lips in Isa 6:5-7 suggests that the content of ordinary human speech is not fit for
the divine assembly, as it has rendered Isaiah’s lips unclean. The passage does not suggest that humans’ mode or
form of speech, human language as a whole, is unfit for heaven.
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indignation” and a “tongue like a devouring fire” (Isa 30:27). These and many other passages
clearly establish a difference between Yahweh’s speech and human speech, but without

indicating that Yahweh uses a distinctively divine system of communication.

Therefore if, as Block suggests, *ny7> &2 not of Ps 81:6 refers to a specifically divine
language, this verse would be making a statement unparalleled in the Hebrew Bible. Since
there are other viable options for interpreting this verse, it seems wisest not to accept Block’s

suggestion.

3. The Syntax of *hy7° 8% noiy

Interpreters of this psalm are in agreement that *ny7> X2 no should be analysed as a noun in
the construct state followed by a clause that modifies it, a structure that is generally restricted
to poetic texts.'® The clause following the construct noun functions as a relative clause
though it is not introduced by a relative pronoun. 1% Such constructions permit two

understandings.

The first is illustrated by Jer 48:36: “my heart moans like a flute for the people of Kir-heres;
for the riches they gained have perished [1728 7ty N0 12-%¥].” Here 7102, the subject of 172X,
occurs in the construct state before a qualifying relative clause (cf. Isa 29:1; Ps 65:5)."' In
general, interpreters of Ps 81:6 have understood *ny7 X naw in this way—*a speech I did not

know”—the nature of this ignorance depending on the interpreter’s particular understanding

1% So Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 2, 324; Kraus, Psalms 60—150, 150. See Gen 1:1, x12 n°wx13, for a likely
example of this construction in prose; cf. also Hos 1:2.

1% GKC §130 d; Joiion §129 g. In other cases the relative pronoun is present after the noun in the construct, e.g.
Gen 39:20; Ezek 6:13.

! The interpretation of Jer 48:36 is not, however, unproblematic, since, according to the interpretation offered

here, the singular noun 771’ is the subject of the plural verb 172; so Leslie C. Allen, Jeremiah: A Commentary
(OTL; Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008).
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of the “speech.” For Ullendorff and Weinberg, the language of the Egyptians is unknown to
Israel because it is a foreign language. For Block, Yahweh’s language is unknown to Israel
because it is a distinctively divine mode of communication. For Hossfeld and Zenger,
Yahweh’s prophetic word is a new revelation for the recipient of the oracle. These various

proposals may be said to be relatively plausible.

The second understanding of the syntagm construct noun + clause may be seen in Job 29:16:

192 Here 27 is modified

“T championed the cause of one I did not know [¥17p7% *AY7~X? 277].
by *n¥7 X?; however, the thing/person that is not known appears to be an indefinite person
(“one, him, the man, the person”), which is elided and must be provided in translation (cf.
Exod 4:13; Job 18:21; Lam 1:14). In fact, Job 29:16, if this is the correct understanding,

provides a particularly good parallel to our verse, since both contain the following elements:

sg. noun in const. + R? +°ny7> + 1 sg. impf. verb.

Dahood contends that Ps 81:6¢ exhibits this second type: ¥nw& *ny7> 82 now, “the speech of
one I did not know, I hear.” Dahood identifies this “one, someone” as Israel, and argues that
this interpretation also makes contextual sense in the setting of the exodus story: “‘Before its
election Israel was ‘unknown’ to God.”'** Dahood cites Amos 3:2, where Yahweh’s unique
knowledge of Israel (“You only have I known [or: come to know] of all the families of the
earth”) is placed in the context of the exodus (cf. also Exod 33:17). But while this may show
that Dahood’s interpretation of the ignorance in this verse is possible, it is not especially
compelling. For the theme of Yahweh’s coming to know Israel through the exodus is not one

that is repeatedly emphasized.

192 NRSV modified.

193 Dahood, Psalms, 2:265.
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Even if the speaker of Ps 81:6¢ is human, we may uphold this reading of >ny7 X% noi: “the
speech of one I did not know I heard.” In this case, the ignorance would be Israel’s
unfamiliarity with Yahweh while in Egypt. This accords very well with Israel’s experience of
coming to know Yahweh through the events of the exodus, as described in the book of
Exodus and elsewhere. For before the exodus, Israel did not know Yahweh’s name (Exod
3:13-15; Exod 6:2-3), nor had it experienced the marvellous and knowledge-conveying signs
and saving acts, through which “you/they shall know that [ am Yahweh” (Exod 7:5. 17; 10:2;
14:4, 18; 16:12). Thus the understanding of Ps 81:7¢ as “the speech of one I did not know I

heard” makes good sense in the broader biblical context. 194

D. General Assessment

Overall, of the various interpretations that have been offered of Ps 81:6¢ and examined here,
only one was rejected: Block’s suggestion that *ny7> X2 no refers to a divine language. The
other interpretations offered—the 75 as Yahweh’s cult-prophetic oracle, as Yahweh’s
speech with the Israelites of the exodus, as the distressed pleas of the Israelites, or as the
Egyptian language—were seen to be largely plausible, though each was attended by its own
difficulties. In most of these interpretations, 719% meant “speech,” and in only one would it
plausibly have the meaning “language,” namely, in Ullendorff and Weinberg’s Egyptian

language understanding.

I would favour an interpretation combining elements from several of these interpretations.
Dahood’s suggestion for analysing the syntax of the verse as “I heard the speech of one I did

not know” is strong if the speaker is Israel (as Ullendorff imagined) and the speech is

4 In this respect, I accept Dahood’s grammatical analysis of the verse, but disagree with his identification of
the “one” who is not known (Israel).

153



Yahweh’s (as Hossfeld and Zenger hold). This interpretation conforms with compositional
features within the psalm (the repetition of ¥»%), and makes sense in the context of other

biblical retellings of the exodus (Israel’s initial unfamiliarity of Yahweh).

The likelihood that 75 refers to a divine language in Ps 81:6, then, is slim, and an alternative
understanding as “speech” seems preferable. More widely, the idea of a distinctively divine

language appears to be absent from the Hebrew Bible.

V. Chapter Summary

While the presentation of the origins of linguistic diversity in the Tower of Babel episode
could not be said to be positive, Yahweh’s action to mix the languages of humankind is not
per se depicted as a curse. The juxtaposition of this account with the Table of Nations does
not produce an extremely stark contrast, but the theme of blessing implicit in Gen 10 does
offer another perspective on ethnic and linguistic diversity. Both of these accounts confirm
the close association noted in the previous chapter between language and ethnicity. In the
prophecies examined, the worship of Yahweh in Egypt in the language of Canaan (Isa 19:18)
provided the strongest evidence for a conception that the language spoken in Judah (if this is
the correct identification) is a language with a unique religious function. Otherwise no
particular language was prioritized as the most sacred. Finally, while the interpretation of Ps
81:6 is uncertain, it does not appear to refer to a distinctively divine language, nor can this

idea be clearly discerned elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible.
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Chapter 4

The Representation of Foreignness through Style-

Switching

I. Introduction

Linguistic diversity is at issue in texts in which normal Hebrew style is altered in order to
convey the foreignness of some scene or character. Scholars have argued that this device, a
type of “style-switching,” is present in numerous biblical books, including Genesis, Exodus,
Numbers, Judges, 1 Kings, Isaiah, Job, Proverbs, and Ruth. Such passages function because
they presume that language differs from place to place, and therefore that foreignness can be

conveyed through deliberately strange-sounding language.

In this chapter I shall examine how the operation of this device may be detected in the
Hebrew Bible, and, after presenting and analysing several examples, consider what it reveals
about the the conceptualization of linguistic diversity in ancient Israel. Firstly, though, I shall

outline the sociolinguistic concept of “style-switching.”

I1. Style and Switching in Sociolinguistics

Style is an important concept in sociolinguistic attempts to relate language variation and
change to social factors like age, sex, ethnicity, race, wealth, education, profession, etc. As

Eckert and Rickford explain, a “style” is a particular variety of a language with social
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significance.l In being a variety, a style is a “set of co-occuring variables,” which can be
described through traditional linguistic categories (lexis, phonology, morphology, syntax,
etc.). These variants have social significance in that they are not distributed at random within
a society, but are instead associated with particular communities, age groups, sexes, social
contexts (home, workplace), or discourses and practices (politics, religion, art, science). A
dialect may be thought of as a style. A dialect’s particular social context is the group that
speaks it, and its prestige is related to the place of those groups within a society. Styles are
thus embedded in a “socioeconomic matrix,” and prestige and stigma are attached to a style

by members of a society in accordance with that style’s place within the system.2

The description of styles and their social settings requires significant empirical observation,
to identify variants and their distribution in various contexts. In this regard William Labov’s
wide-ranging study of English in New York is exemplary.’ What this study revealed, and
many more have confirmed, is that individual speakers use elements (lexis, phonology,
morphology, syntax, etc.) from various styles in their speech—that is, they switch or shift
among styles.4 Moreover, this occurs frequently among all speakers, and should be regarded
as a normal part of language use: since speakers have at their disposal forms from various
styles, they must choose between them in any interaction. These choices are goal-driven; in
light of the social dimensions of a particular interaction (interlocutor’s age, sex, class, etc.),

speakers act on judgements regarding the effect of using a certain style and of thereby

! Penelope Eckert and John R. Rickford, “Introduction,” in Eckert and Rickford (eds.), Style and Sociolinguistic
Variation, 1-18, at 5.

2 Eckert and Rickford, “Introduction,” 2.

? William Labov, The Social Stratification of English in New York City (Washington, D.C.: Center for Applied
Linguistics, 1966).

* Speakers also switch among several languages (“codes™) in a single discourse, in a practice known as code-
switching. The manifestation of this phenomenon in the Hebrew Bible is touched upon in this chapter with
reference to Gen 31:47, but will treated further in Chapters 5 and 7. At this point we may note that code-
switching and style-switching appear to be used by speakers to achieve similar effects.
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invoking its social meaning.’ In this way, “style is the locus of the individual’s internalization

of broader social distributions of variation.”®

In normal speech, these choices are made and executed very rapidly, but they achieve a wide
variety of goals. In general, a choice can bring the speaker closer to his audience
(“convergence”) or distance him from them (“divergence”). A related but separate distinction
can be made between marked or unmarked switches, to use the terminology of Myers-
Scotton.” An unmarked switch is one that could be expected given contextual factors, and
therefore does not stand out; for instance, a switch between styles is expected when
conversational topics or settings change. A marked switch, in contrast, is unexpected in the
circumstances and therefore stands out, as in a shift to an informal style in a formal context.®
Through convergence and divergence, and through marked and unmarked switches, a speaker
can achieve a vast array of goals. He can show or withhold respect, indicate familiarity or
formality, assert superiority or seniority, convey humour or imitation, and so on. In these
respects, Myers-Scotton describes switching as a “skilled performance.”9 An additional
element of this skilled performance is the fact that speakers are often unaware that they are
engaging in switching, as John Gumperz points out.'® In this sense, much of spoken style-
switching may be described as un- or semi-conscious, although the practice should be
regarded as purposeful or intentional, in the sense that it achieves a variety of complex

discursive goals.

> Romaine, Language in Society, 75-19.
® Eckert and Rickford, “Introduction,” 1.
! Myers-Scotton, Social Motivations, 151-52.

¥ A divergent switch, by distancing speaker and audience, will usually be marked, but in some cases this
distance is expected, so that the switch is unmarked; for instance, an actor on stage is expected to speak
differently from her audience, but only during the performance.

? Myers-Scotton, Social Motivations, 6.

' John J. Gumperz, Discourse Strategies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 62—-64.
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The usual focus of sociolinguistic research is spoken language, but written language also
exhibits switching, such as the switch between a prosaic or a poetic style, or between an
archaic and a contemporary one. " The range of linguistic features that are switched in these
instances will be more limited than in spoken language, since written language tends to omit
many features of speech, such as prosody. But as with speech, textual switches are also likely
to be purposive or goal-driven. In fact, a writer is more likely to be conscious of his switching
than a speaker, because the greater time involved in writing over against speaking allows for
a greater amount of reflection on a text’s precise wording and stylistics. Nevertheless, it is
certainly possible that literary style-switches, like spoken ones, are employed unconsciously,
or only semi-consciously. This does not mean, however, that they occur by chance or
accidentally, since they form part of a goal-driven discursive strategy. It is in this latter sense

that I shall describe cases of literary style-switching as “deliberate” throughout this chapter.

The range of goals achieved through literary style-switching is comparable to those achieved
through spoken style-switching; through style, a text can conveying formality, age, sex, class,
ethnicity, and so on. But the device in literature achieves these goals in slightly different
ways. For one thing, a text does cannot react to its reader in a way that a speaker reacts to his
dialogue partner: the switches of style contained in a text are fixed. Thus to speak of a text
diverging from or converging with its reader means something different, and should probably
be thought of as whether the text conforms to or differs from the style prevalent among of the
text’s intended readership. And to judge whether a literary switch is marked or unmarked we

will need to consider the conventions of the literary style used in the text.

' See, e.g., Marianne Stglen, “Codeswitching for Humor and Ethnic Identity: Written Danish-American
Occasional Songs,” in Codeswitching (ed. Carol M. Eastman; Philadelphia: Multilingual Matters, 1992), 215—
28;, Solveig Pauline Tweet Zempel, “Language Use in the Novels of Johannes B. Wist: A Study of Bilingualism
in Literature” (PhD diss., University of Minnesota, 1980).
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I11. Style-Switching in the Hebrew Bible to Represent Foreignness

Clearly there are significant variations in style throughout the Hebrew Bible. This is most
apparent between works of different genres (narrative, hymns, prophecy, etc.), but it is also
clear within biblical books, where it has often been explained through source-critical
hypotheses. This variation is a result of the composite nature of the Hebrew Bible, but is
distinct from the deliberate authorial shifting of style that I have just discussed. Genuine
style-switching has been detected in the Hebrew Bible by a number of scholars, where it has
been considered to fulfil a particular purpose: the representation of foreignness. By
deliberately diverging from an expected or usual style, and in particular by using
recognizably foreign forms, an author can convey the otherness or foreignness of a character
or setting. As stated above, this relies on the recognition that people speak differently in

different places; and by putting this linguistic otherness on the page, foreignness is conveyed.

Earlier studies discerned this device in a range of texts. In an examination of Isaiah’s oracle
concerning Dumah (Isa 21:11-12), Rabin concluded that the several peculiar forms (7y2n,
Y3, 1Y) and lexemes (70X, 7v2) were being used deliberately by the prophet in imitation of
the language of the people addressed.'? Avi Hurvitz (1968) was not specific about the
occurrences of this device, but remarked on its significance for dating biblical texts: “one
cannot automatically ascribe to the later period the Aramaisms which are connected with the
description of foreign nations and foreign peoples.... in these cases we are not dealing with
actual loan words, or forms, but rather with unique stylistic devices of a particular author or

.. 13 . . . e g .
composition.” "~ Greenfield, in an overview of the significance of several Aramaic sources for

'2 Chaim Rabin, “An Arabic Phrase in Isaiah” in Studi sull’Oriente a la Bibbia Offerti al P. Giovanni Rinaldi
nel 60° Compleanno da Allievi, Colleghi, Amici (Giovanni Rinaldi; Genoa: Studio e Vita, 1967), 303-9.

B Avi Hurvitz, “The Chronological Significance of ‘Aramaisms’ in Biblical Hebrew,” IEJ 18 (1968): 234-40, at
236-37.
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the study of the Hebrew Bible, suggested a similar explanation for certain unusual linguistic
features of Jacob’s flight from, and pursuit by, Laban (Gen 31): the potentially formulaic
combination of the verbs %1 and 101 (v. 9); the verb p27 with the meaning “reach, catch up
with” (v. 23); and the verb w1 with the meaning “permit” (v. 28). 14 Greenfield described
these as intentional Aramaisms on the part of the author, designed to evoke the Aramaean

setting.

It was Kaufman who described this device, quite appropriately, as “style-switching” in an
article on the relation between Hebrew, Aramaic, and related languages and dialects in light
of the Deir Alla texts."” Like Hurvitz, Kaufman brought this concept into a discussion of the
chronological significance of Aramaic features in the Hebrew Bible. Thus, he postulated that
the Aramaic-like features (e.g., ™2 ,“my son” [Prov 31:2]; fnX>, “he will come” [Job 37:22])
in the speech of certain characters that are presented as Transjordanians (Lemuel in Prov 31;
Elihu in Job 32—-37; Balaam in Num 23) are deliberate style-switches that do not suggest a

late date.

A more in-depth and wide-ranging discussion of the phenomenon has been offered by
Rendsburg who attempts to classify the uses of style-switching to convey foreignness in the
Hebrew Bible.'® When this device is used in direct speech to portray that character’s foreign

v

language, he calls it “language representation,” * which he argues applies in Gen 29-32, Num

23, Job, and Prov 31. When style-switching is used in a text addressed to a foreign nation

' Greenfield, “Aramaic Studies,” at 129-30.
15 Kaufman, “North West Semitic Dialects,” 55.

'® Rendsburg, “‘Foreign’ Factor.” Rendsburg has also devoted several studies to the specific texts mentioned in
his ““Foreign’ Factor”: idem, “Kabbir in Biblical Hebrew: Evidence for Style-Switching and Addressee-
Switching in the Hebrew Bible,” JAOS 112 (1992): 649-51; idem, “Some False Leads in the Identification of
Late Biblical Hebrew Texts: The Cases of Genesis 24 and 1 Samuel 2:27-36,” JBL 121 (2002): 23-46; idem,
“Aramaic-Like Features in the Pentateuch,” HS 47 (2006): 163-76.

17 Rendsburg, “‘Foreign’ Factor,” 180.
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(often in prophecy), Rendsburg calls it “addressee switching,” and he finds this used in one-
off cases in Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Zechariah, and J oel '8 Rendsburg argues that these uses
of style-switching achieve particular sociological and theological effects, and provide
evidence that ancient Israel understood itself as distinctive in its environment. I shall examine

Rendsburg’s proposals in greater detail below.

In a dissertation supervised by Kaufman, Brian Bompiani undertook to examine the speech of
Aramaean and Transjordanian characters in biblical narrative for the presence of style-
switching, and to the list of cases previously detected by scholars he adds Gen 24 (Abraham’s
servant in Aram), 1 Kgs 20 (King Ben-Hadad of Aram Damascus fights Ahab of Israel), 2
Kgs 5, 6, 8 (stories involving Aram). 19 Bompiani also discerns the device in Exod 18
(Jethro’s advice to Moses), a conclusion that Mordechay Mishor had previously reached in a
study of this palssalge.20 Bompiani makes an effort to understand the literary dynamics of
style-switching, and draws several conclusions, which I shall mention below when discussing
specific cases. He also stipulates several useful methodological principles for detecting style-

switching, which I shall elaborate upon.

Before moving away from this summary of previous scholarship, let me clarify a point of
terminology. In the account given above, style-switching, in spoken or written language, is a
general sociolinguistic phenomenon that can be used to achieve many ends; it is not limited

to the representation of foreignness. It was in this sense that Kaufman first applied the term to

'8 Ibid., 184. Rendsburg also uses “style switching,” without qualification, to mean his “language
representation” and contrasts this with “addressee switching”; ibid., 184. However, it is more accurate to
describe addressee-switching as a particular form of style-switching, or rather, as a label for style-switching
when conditioned by a particular context and purpose.

' Brian A. Bompiani, “Style Switching: The Representation of the Speech of Foreigners in the Hebrew Bible”
(Ph.D. diss., Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, 2012). A revised part of this dissertation has
been published in idem, “Style Switching in the Jacob and Laban Narrative” HS 55 (2014): 43-57.

% Mordechay Mishor, “On the Language and Text of Exodus 18” in Biblical Hebrew in Its Northwest Semitic

Setting: Typological and Historical Perspectives (ed. Steven E. Fassberg and Avi Hurvitz; Jerusalem: Magnes
Press; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2006), 225-29. Bompiani appears to be unaware of Mishor’s study.

161



the biblical cases: “[t]he Biblical authors apparently did not hesitate to use ‘style switching’

to reflect differences in the speech of their characters.”*!

In the work of Rendsburg and,
subsequently, Bompiani, “style-switching” has become shorthand for the specific use of
style-switching most frequently detected in the Hebrew Bible, namely style-switching as used
to convey foreignness.?> This is convenient, and I shall generally follow the convention in the
rest of this chapter; but it should be noted that style-switching in the Hebrew Bible is not
limited to conveying foreignness. For instance, in his commentary on the book of Ruth,
Robert Holmstedt has detected style-switching at work in the speech of Naomi (e.g., the
unusual 2 fem. sing. perf. forms, >n77"1 and *n23¥1 [Ruth 3:3, 4, Kethib]) and in the speech of
Boaz (e.g., >12yn, 2 fem. sing. impf. [2:8]).% In these cases, Holmstedt supposes that style-

switching conveys the ancient setting of the story, rather than the foreignness of the

characters.

A. Methodological Difficulties

These studies presume that style-switching can be detected in the Hebrew Bible and correctly
interpreted as representing foreignness. Now, there can be no doubt, as Bompiani observes,
that “biblical writers could stylistically represent the speech of Aramean characters.”** This is

proved by the unambiguous use of Aramaic in Gen 31:47; here, the clearly Aramaic 23

= Kaufman, “North West Semitic Dialects,” 55.

*E.g., Rendsburg, ““Foreign’ Factor,” 184; Bompiani, “Speech of Foreigners,” 5. Rendsburg is aware that style-
switching is a technical term from linguistics describing a practice of spoken language, and he calls what
Kaufman points out specifically “literary style-switching”; Gary A. Rendsburg, “The Strata of Biblical
Hebrew,” JNSL 17 (1991): 81-99, at 92 n. 63. However, Rendsburg most often uses “style switching” to
designate the representation specifically of foreign language; he writes “style switching or language
representation (I am content to use the terms interchangeably)”’; idem, “‘Foreign’ Factor,” 181.

2 Robert D. Holmstedt, Ruth: A Handbook on the Hebrew Text (Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2010),
47-49.

* Bompiani, “Speech of Foreigners,” 14.
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XMTI is given as Laban’s term for the “heap of witness” that Jacob calls 7323, Bompiani is
correct, then, when he continues: “Thus, it is not a question of if [biblical authors] used this
technique in their narratives, but only of where and of how often.” There are, however,
significant obstacles to determining where and how often this device is used. In light of this,
before beginning a search for style-switching, it needs to be established how it might be
conducted, and how claims that style-switching appears in some passage should be assessed.
I shall now elaborate on some of these obstacles, and then consider some methodological

controls that mitigate their effect.

Firstly, a prerequisite to detecting style-switching is a proper knowledge of standard,
unmarked, “unswitched” Hebrew style. This unmarked style serves as the base with which to
compare some apparently unusual feature that we suspect is deliberately strange or
“switched,” and for this an account detailing the typical lexicon, phonology, morphology,
syntax, and other features of that style, is needed. But here we must first note that there is no
single unmarked Hebrew style against which unusual forms can be compared, because the
Hebrew Bible contains texts of diverse genres written over several centuries. Different genres
have different conventions of linguistic usage, which is to say, different styles, and stylistic
conventions change over time, so that we must distinguish diachronic styles within each
genre. Thus the search for style-switching must rely on a robust account of the various styles

represented in the Hebrew Bible.

Such an account is a goal towards which many scholars have long been contributing, but
which must be considered far from complete. In general, our ability to delineate these styles
is limited by the size of the corpus and the uncertainty of any date assigned to a biblical text,
and as yet, no neat diachronic scheme of the styles of biblical genres can be constructed. For,

on the one hand, analyses of poetic texts in the Pentateuch and Former Prophets form the
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basis of descriptions of Archaic Biblical Hebrew;25 but, on the other, narrative texts inform
the distinction between Classical (or Standard) Biblical Hebrew and Late Biblical Hebrew
that has been specified by, among others, Hurvitz.?® Apart from this primarily chronological
distinction, Polak, among others, has attempted to specify the syntactical and discourse-
structural features of Hebrew prose styles, including epigraphic Hebrew.?’ A diachronic
account of Hebrew poetic styles, however, is highly elusive.?® Difficulties in describing the
various biblical styles satisfactorily is therefore a significant obstacle to detecting style-
switching; for if we do not know what the unmarked style of some text is, it is impossible to

notice when that style is switched.

But even an exhaustive description of the styles present in the Hebrew Bible and in
epigraphic texts will not completely describe these styles as they existed in ancient Israel. For
our data are incomplete; our corpus is small, and it does not fully reflect any style it
contains—consider the various blank spaces in our tables of verb grammar for weak verbs in

derived stems. This is problematic for the search for style-switching since it focuses on words

2 For the sources and features of Archaic Biblical Hebrew, see Frank Moore Cross, Jr., and David Noel
Freedman, Studies in Ancient Yahwistic Poetry (new ed.; Grand Rapids, Mich. Eerdmans, 1997); David A.
Robertson, Linguistic Evidence in Dating Early Hebrew Poetry (Missoula, Mont..: Society of Biblical
Literature, 1972); Eduard Yechezkel Kutscher, A History of the Hebrew Language (ed. Raphael Kutscher;
Jerusalem: Magnes, 1982), 79—80; Angel Saénz-Badillos, A History of the Hebrew Language (trans. John E.
Elwolde; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 56—-62; Schniedewind, Social History, 51-72.
Difficulties in distinguishing between historical dialects of Hebrew are discussed in depth in Ian Young and
Robert Rezetko, Linguistic Dating of Biblical Texts (2 vols.; London: Equinox, 2008), esp. 1:45-110.

% See, e.g., Avi Hurvitz, A Concise Lexicon of Late Biblical Hebrew: Linguistic Innovation in the Writings of
the Second Temple Period (VTSup 160; Brill: Leiden, 2014), 1-13. Robert Polzin offered an early outline of
methods in distinguishing Late Biblical Hebrew from Standard Biblical Hebrew; Robert Polzin, Late Biblical
Hebrew: Towards an Historical Typology of Biblical Hebrew Prose (HSM 12; Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press,
1976). For general descriptions of the sources and features of Late Biblical Hebrew, see also Kutscher, History
of Hebrew, 81-85; Sdenz-Badillos, History of Hebrew, 68—75; Schniedewind, Social History, 169-83; Hurvitz,
Late Biblical Hebrew.

z See, among others, Polak, “The Oral and the Written”’; and idem, “Sociolinguistics.” Polak detects three prose
styles, corresponding to what he regards as three historically distinct biblical corpora (“Medial,” “[monarchic]
Judaean,” and “Achaemenid”).

* It is of course an oversimplification to reduce the genres of the Hebrew Bible to prose and poetry; a
satisfactory account of biblical styles would distinguish tales, fables, histories, oracles, hymns, proverbs,
prayers, etc.

164



or forms that are judged to be rare, and therefore are thought to reflect “marked” stylistic
choices. But this judgement of rarity is essentially a claim that, in the extant evidence, these
words or forms appear infrequently. It is quite possible, however, that some word or form
was really an unmarked feature of the relevant ancient Hebrew style, but is, by chance, not
widely attested in the extant evidence. Indeed, it is a familiar oxymoron of biblical studies
that rare words and forms are common in the Hebrew text. That is to say, hapax (and dis and
tris) legomena occur often. But the apparent rarity of many of these words is surely due to the
fact that our limited evidence is not wholly representative of ancient Hebrew. It is thus
insufficient to rely on the rarity of a form in trying to establish style-switching, because that

rarity may only be apparent.

A further difficulty in detecting style-switching arises from the logical constraints of the
device itself, what Holmstedt calls “the principle of immediate intelligibility”: the degree to
which an author may distort or colour his characters’ speech is limited by what his readers
can be expected to understand, if the text is not intended to be incomprehensible.29 As
Holmstedt notes, this will generally mean that switched forms, while unusual, will
nonetheless be a part of some style of Hebrew which the reader could be expected to
understand—perhaps an archaic or regional dialect, or the style of a different literary genre.3 0
That is, these forms may bear a close relationship to standard Hebrew forms, making them

hard to spot; and they may be attested elsewhere in the ancient Hebrew corpus (but perhaps in

a text of a different style), making it difficult to tell whether they really are rare and marked.

Holmstedt’s observation is broadly correct, but he fails to note an important point relevant to

our discussion. Holmstedt assumes that for a text to be intelligible to an ancient Israelite

¥ Holmstedt, Ruth, 46.

%0 A similar point is made by Rendsburg, “‘Foreign’ Factor,” 178-80.
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audience, it must contain only forms available (or closely resembling those available) in some
variety of Hebrew. But this only follows if we presume that the ancient Israelite audience was
strictly monolingual, which is certainly not the case for all periods of Israelite history. The
officials of Jerusalem in the late eighth century were apparently trained in Aramaic (see 2
Kgs 18:26), and we have no reason to believe that this was an unusual circumstance in the
history of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah (see also Jer 10:11). In the Achaemenid and
Hellenistic periods, knowledge of Aramaic appears to have been widespread in Yehud, and is
evidenced biblically, in the Aramaic portions of the Hebrew Bible (Ezra 4:8—6:18; 7:12-26;
Dan 2:4-7:28), and epigraphically, in seal impressions, ostraca, and letters.”' Thus, if the
readers of the biblical texts could be expected to understand items from another language,
authors could use those items, and still create intelligible texts.>2 In fact we can expect this
when style-switching is used to represent foreignness, and thus we should be prepared to find

intrusions from languages known to the ancient Israelites in the Hebrew Bible.

A final obstacle to the study of style-switching in the Hebrew Bible bears on the
interpretation of instances of style-switching. As pointed out above, styles are varieties of
language with social significance. Thus using some style, or switching to or from it, is a way
of invoking a set of values related to the social context associated with that style. But while
literary analysis may be able to define the contours of the styles of ancient Hebrew, it cannot
provide the social context of those styles. The latter is the task of sociolinguistics, which

requires evidence from beyond the text itself to recreate the Sitz im Leben of the style—its

’! See, e.g., Oded Lipschits and David S. Vanderhooft, The Yehud Stamp Impressions: A Corpus of Inscribed
Impressions from the Persian and Hellenistic Periods in Judah (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2011), 1-22;
TADAE A4.7-8.

3 An audience need not be fully bilingual for this to be possible, just as a modern English author can use danke,
merci and gracias and expect his audience to understand him, without that implying that the audience is
bilingual. A particular society’s circumstances, and an author’s familiarity with his audience’s knowledge,
inform the judgement as to how many foreign items, and of what kind, can intelligibly be incorporated into a
text.
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origins, history, functions, the social standing of the group who made use of it, and so forth.
A sociolinguistics of Hebrew has been the particular project of Schniedewind, who has deftly
assembled and organized the extant evidence, and has presented the prevailing theories about
the social history of Hebrew.*® But Schniedewind has also highlighted the vast lacunae in our
evidence in his “prolegomena” to a sociolinguistics of ancient Israel.** Rich data of the kind
that a survey of native informants can elicit, as Labov could collect for New York English,
are unavailable, and so a sociolinguistics of ancient Hebrew will be limited. It will also be
skewed towards those styles that we have in the Hebrew Bible, because our account of the
styles of Hebrew must omit a range of styles that we can safely hypothesize existed. Among
written styles, we have, for instance, very few Israelite letters, and no royal inscriptions; and
spoken Hebrew styles are strictly inaccessible to us. Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 2, we
should imagine that the kingdom of Israel had its own system of written and spoken styles
which differed at least in some respects from those of Judah. But even if there are some traces

of these in the Hebrew Bible (as Rendsburg contends), they are mostly unrecoverable.”

Thus, while we may be able to detect cases of style-switching, interpreting them will be
difficult. For our purposes, we would like to know what social significance was attributed, at
various points in Israel’s history, to styles that were used to represent foreignness. Let us
consider the example of an Aramaic-sounding style. To understand what a biblical author
achieves by switching to an Aramaic-sounding style, we need to know about the associations
that Aramaic had in ancient Israel during the pertinent historical period. We may say, for one
thing, that Aramaic was associated with Aramaeans, but how did Israelite society regard that

people group in various respects (ethnic, political, cultural, etc.)? In addition, as discussed in

¥ Schniedewind, Social History.
34 Schniedewind, “Prolegomena,” § 4.1-4.

% See Chapter 1.
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Chapter 2,% Aramaic was not only associated with Aramaeans, even in the monarchic period;
so we would ideally also know who else used it in Israel (e.g., diplomats and courtiers), for
what purposes, and what their social standing was. Answers to these questions would inform
our understanding of the social meaning of Aramaic in ancient Israel, and hence the
significance of an Aramaic-sounding style used in Hebrew literature. To gather this
information as best we can would require a substantial historical investigation (and in fact our
chances of succeeding in such an investigation are slim, given that much of the requisite
evidence for the social significance of Aramaic in ancient Israel is lacking).?’ A similar
investigation is required for any style that seems to be used to represent foreignness in the
Hebrew Bible. This is another impediment to our attempts at understanding style-switching in

the Hebrew Bible.

B. Procedural Controls

While some of the difficulties in detecting style-switching outlined in the foregoing are
insuperable without further evidence, or without detailed investigations that are beyond the
scope of this study, others can be obviated (or at least, their significance mitigated), if certain
controls are put in place to guide the study of style-switching in the Hebrew Bible. I shall
here discuss four such controls introduced into this discussion by Bompiani,® and add one of

my own, using examples to illustrate their use. Bompiani’s controls are adapted from those

% And see esp. Block, “National Identity.”

3" In this particular case, recent attempts to reconstruct to a multidimensional history of Aramaic and Aramaeans
in the region help us to gain access to the biblical authors’ experience of this language and people; see Gzella,
Cultural History; and Niehr (ed.), Aramaeans in Ancient Syria.

¥ Bompiani, “Speech of Foreigners,” 5—12.
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that govern Hurvitz’s search for features of Late Biblical Hebrew,3 ® and which Rendsburg

has used in his quest to identify the features of Northern (“Israelian’) Hebrew.*

1. Distribution

For a supposed case of style-switching to be considered strong, it must be rare within the
specific Hebrew style of the larger passage in which it is found. This is because a switch is a
departure from normal usage within a style, and thus it must be rare. As discussed above, our
ability to discern this relies on a detailed characterization of Hebrew styles (which is
problematic), but when this is done as best it can be, we can make claims about the frequency
with which certain features occur in any given style. The less frequent a feature is in that
style, the more reason we have to believe that it is an example of style-switching. In this way
the deliberateness of the unusual feature is strongly suggested; this strange form did not just

appear in the text by chance, but was intentionally selected.

For example, 00X appears thrice in the Pentateuch, each time in prose, as the form of the
definite direct object marker with a 3 masc. pl. suffix (Exod 18:20 [Jethro’s speech]; Gen
32:1 [describing Laban]; and Num 21:3 [the defeat of the King of Arad]). In contrast, the
regular forms ank and oniX occur hundreds of times. This is a meaningfully rare distribution

of the kind that can be used to support a claim of deliberate style-switching.

A corollary of this principle is that a form may still be considered style-switching in some
context even if it is attested in other styles of Hebrew, because of the differing conventions of

various styles. Thus, for instance, in Exod 18:9, a form of the verb 7771 appears: “Jethro

% Hurvitz, Late Biblical Hebrew, 9—11.

40 Gary A. Rendsburg, Evidence for the Northern Origin of Selected Psalms (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990), 15.
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rejoiced [7771].” Now, 771 is not a lexical hapax legomenon; the verb also appears in Job 3:6
and Ps 21:7. But these additional occurrences, in two poetic texts, are not sufficient to show
that 7717 is unremarkable in Exod 18, because of the differing stylistic contexts in each case.
For one thing, different stylistic conventions govern Hebrew poetry and prose. Hence, the
regular occurrence of a word or feature in poetry does not show that that feature is expected
or natural in prose, or vice versa, and indeed, we can draw up lists of distinctively poetic
Hebrew vocabulary that we do not expect to see in prose contexts.*' Moreover, the style of
the book of Job is unique in extant Hebrew literature, and hence the use of a rare word like
777 in that book is not good evidence that this word is unexceptional when it appears in other
Hebrew texts. Thus we are justified in regarding 7777 as striking in Exod 18. Once again, in
determining whether some feature is a style-switch, we will gain greater certainty if we can
be specific about the styles involved (the unmarked style of the surrounding context in which
the unusual feature occurs, and the style from which we suspect that the unusual feature is

drawn).

2. Opposition

The criterion of “opposition” states that for a feature to be considered an instance of style-
switching, it must clearly contrast with some more usual Hebrew expression that could have
been expected in the circumstances. This applies in the case of lexical differences (a strange
lexeme must be opposed to a more usual one), as well as in the case of other types of
difference, such as morphology (a peculiar verbal or nominal form must contrast with a more

usual one). This criterion seeks to establish the deliberateness of an unusual word or form: it

*! For such a list see, e.g., Donald Broadribb, An Attempt to Delineate the Characteristics of (Biblical) Hebrew
Poetry (Bakers Hill, Australia: Bookleaf Publishing, 1995), 98—110.
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shows that an author had at his disposal a standard Hebrew word or form, which he
nevertheless shunned in favour of an unusual one. This criterion does not, however, establish
the intent behind the use of an unusual feature (i.e., whether it is being used to convey
foreignness or to some other end). The example of o7nX given above is a clear case of this: it
contrasts strongly with the standard form on¥. Since it is unlikely that the author did not
know the more usual form, we may suppose that it is a deliberate stylistic choice where it
does occur. Nevertheless, the recognition that a choice was involved at this point does not

ipso facto explain why this form was chosen.

This criterion can be used to exclude cases: if we see that a word expresses something for
which there is no other conventional Hebrew expression, we should not entertain the idea that
it is an instance of style-switching, no matter how rare that word is. For instance, Rendsburg
suggests that maritime words in Ezek 26-28 were “associated by Hebrew speakers with [the

2

language] Phoenician.”** But since texts about seafaring are rare in the Hebrew Bible, we do
not have the standard Hebrew lexicon for this arena of life; thus we cannot contrast that
lexicon with Ezekiel’s terminology to determine style-switching. That is, the words in Ezek

26-28 are indeed rare, but they are not relevantly rare. Here once again we see that rarity is

not sufficient to indicate style-switching.

When a usage can be thus opposed to a more common Hebrew expression, we may say that it
stands in passive opposition or contrast to normal usage. But Bompiani has argued that the
some biblical authors actively used these contrasts to highlight the style-switching that they
were engaged in.** He lists a number of cases where texts appear to establish a deliberate

opposition between two usages (lexemes or forms), one usual and one unusual, with the

** Rendsburg, “‘Foreign’ Factor,” 186.

43 Bompiani, “Speech of Foreigners,” 31-34, 88—89.
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unusual usage appearing in conjunction with some foreign element. The contrast may be
between the direct speech of an Israelite character and that of a foreigner; or between the
narrator’s language and the speech of characters acting a strange land; or between the same

character’s usage in two contexts. We may call this device active contrast or opposition.44

This is certainly at work in Gen 31:47, where Jacob’s Hebrew name for the heap of witness is
clearly contrasted with Laban’s. Bompiani likewise detects it in Gen 24, where the encounter
between Abraham’s servant and Rebekah is twice recorded, once as it happened in Aram-
naharaim (vs. 1-27), and once as the servant’s report of the event (vs. 34—48).45 A
comparison of these accounts shows up several differences in wording which are in
themselves of doubtful significance, because neither word in each pair is exceptionally rare in
usual Hebrew prose; for instance, 2w (v. 8) vs. 77X (v. 41), “oath”; and 77w1 (v. 14) vs.
oy (v. 43), “young woman.” More suggestive, however, is the contrast between X737 (v.
17) and *1p¥7 (v. 43)—both “give me [water] to drink.” The former appears on the servant’s
lips when he speaks to Rebekah for the first time; the latter in the servant’s report of the
incident. The verb X»x appears elsewhere only once in the Hebrew Bible (Job 39:24), and is
attested in postbiblical Aramaic (e.g., Tg. of Job 39:30; b. Pesah. 74b). Thus, in any Hebrew
occurrence, this word would stand in passive contrast to the standard biblical expression for
the meaning “to give to drink,” the Hiphil of 7pw; but this contrast is made active, and thus
more clear, by the use of 1P later on in the chapter to describe the same event (Gen
24:45). Additionally, Bompiani points out that *°%°137 is the first word uttered by the servant

after arriving in Aram. In this Bompiani follows Alter in regarding “the initial words spoken

* In this respect, Bompiani acknowledges the influence upon him of Alter in attempting to discern significance
in any repetition in biblical narrative, though this is a truly ancient exegetical principle; see Robert Alter, The
Art of Biblical Narrative (rev. and updated ed.; New York: Basic Books, 2011), 23.

4 Bompiani, “Genesis 24,” 412; idem, “Speech of Foreigners,” 21-27.

4 Here it may in fact derive from a homophonous root; see BDB &3, at 167b.
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by a personage” as “revelatory ... constituting an important moment in the exposition.”47

Here, the jarring effect of the strange first word would be revelatory: to convey the alienness
of the setting, and the idea that the dialogue was being conducted in Aramaic. This and the
other cases of active opposition described by Bompiani appear to indicate that several biblical
authors intentionally sought to emphasize their use of style-switching.*® By setting up a clear
contrast between expected usage and a switched form, they highlighted their use of the

device, and consequently heightened the sense of foreignness present in the text.

3. Concentration

Bompiani writes: “a concentration of unusual grammatical features or rare lexemes in a
narrative that has a foreign setting may strengthen the case for style-switching in that
narrative.”* This is an understatement. A concentration of such features and/or lexemes
greatly increases the likelihood that style-switching is at work. For while one strange usage
may plausibly have explanations other than deliberate choice (such as transmission error, or
our incomplete knowledge of Hebrew styles), the chances that alternative explanations
account for two such usages are significantly lower, and even lower for three unusual usages,

and so on.

This is illustrated in Exod 18, a chapter which relates Jethro and Moses’ encounter after the
exodus. Mishor detects nine uncommon usages (phonological, morphological, lexical,

semantic, and syntactic) within fifteen verses, eight of which occur in Jethro’s direct

ol Alter, Biblical Narrative, 74.
* Bompiani, “Speech of Foreigners,” 31-34, 88-89.

“ Ibid., 11.
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speech.50 These features in Jethro’s speech are: 72 11, with unassimilated nun (v. 14); 2¥3, in
contrast to the more common 7% (v. 14); 1%y, an unusual inf. consr. with suffix (v. 18);
07nY, an unusual form of the direct definite object marker (v. 20); the rare verb 77,
apparently meaning “to instruct” (v. 20); asyndeton in 172137 7177 (v. 20); 717, possibly
meaning “select” (v. 21); and 82> mpn ¥, with unusual prepositional usage (v. 23). In
addition, outside direct speech we find the rare verb 7177, “rejoice” (v. 13). This is a
noteworthy concentration, and one that Benno Jacob (1992: 51) also observed. In other
books, the unusual usages are more widely dispersed or are not clearly so closely related. For
instance, in Gen 29-31, a much longer text, Greenfield, Rendsburg, Bompiani and others
have explained between ten and twenty examples of unusual usages through style-switching.
These include the following rare lexemes: 73 “fortune” (30:11), 721 “provide” (30:20), 1
“almond” (30:37), p27, here “reach” (31:23). In addition, unusual morphological features are
exhibited in the following words: 7111, a 3 fem. pl. impf. form (30:38); and °n233, “what was
stolen” (31:39). These usages appear in a diverse range of settings, including the speech of
Laban, Rachel, and Jacob, and the narrative framework. As such the reinforcement that each
case offers the others must be considered to be attenuated, and depends on the distance
between the unusual features and the diverse narrative settings in which they occur. For
instance, 73 (30:11) and 721 (30:20) are closely comparable: both are examples of rare
lexemes; both words appear on Leah’s lips; both form part of explanations of the names she
gives to her children by Jacob; both occur within the same defined narrative unit (29:31-
30:24) intended to account for the birth order, maternity, and names of Jacob’s children.
Therefore, purely in terms of concentration, we can say that 73 and 727 lend strong support to
one another as candidates for style-switching. However, 1%, “almond” (30:37), in comparison

appears isolated: unlike most of the other proposed cases of style-switching in these chapters,

50 Mishor, “Text of Exodus 18.”
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it occurs not in a character’s speech, but in the narrative framework; and it is of quite a
different nature from the other closest proposed instance of style-switching, 71211, an unusual
morphological form. Thus, in assessing the strength of an apparent concentration of proposed
style-switches, one must bear in mind the precise nature of the switches, their proximity, and
the likeness of their literary contexts. This consideration is extremely relevant in poetic, and

especially prophetic texts, where it is often difficult to discern the limits of literary units.

As with “opposition,” this criterion does not indicate the purpose for the style-switches that it
highlights (whether to represent foreignness or not). In addition, it cannot strictly be used to
exclude cases, since there is no requirement for an author to use more than one style-switch at
a time. This is evident in the Shibboleth episode (Judg 12:6), where there can be no doubt
that a switch takes place (between shin and samekh), even though it is the only one in the
passage. However, this case is unusually clear. Most other putative instances of style-
switching are not explicit, and in practice, arguments based on a single word within a passage
will rarely be convincing. This is true for many of Rendsburg’s proposals; for instance, np?
(rare Qal impv. masc. sg. form) in Ezek 37:16; 1van (rare 3 fem. pl. impf. form) in Jer 49:11;

and 95°771 (Joel 4:5) with the rare meaning “(human) pallalce.”51

The three criteria just described—distribution, opposition, and concentration—each suggest
that a stylistic element is a deliberate choice, but, as we have noted, they do not indicate that
the purpose of that switch is to represent foreignness. This is indicated, however, by two final

methodological principles that I shall describe.

1 See Rendsburg, “‘Foreign’ Factor,” 186-87.
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4. Attestation in Non-Hebrew Sources

According to this principle, an unusual word or form is more likely to be an instance of
representing foreignness through style-switching if it is attested in an ancient Near Eastern

language other than Hebrew. While this is true, it requires significant qualification.

As discussed above, the catalyst for current efforts to detect style-switching in the Hebrew
Bible was the increasing knowledge of Aramaic and other Northwest Semitic languages.
Since Greenfield and Kaufman discerned features from these languages in the Hebrew Bible,
arguments that a text displays style-switching conventionally include the claim that the words
or forms under discussion are attested in a language other than Hebrew. This is thought to
show that the biblical author knew and was successfully imitating a particular item from the
specified language. From the ubiquity of the examples offered in the scholarly literature, it

appears that this claim is taken as important to demonstrating that style-switching is at work.

In some cases, the value of the presumed examples of this claim is obvious. For instance, in
Prov 31:1-9, within the words that Lemuel’s mother taught him, peculiar forms appear: 72/
™3, “son/my son” (v. 2) and 129, “kings” (v. 3). From our wider knowledge, these forms are
readily understood as Aramaic features, and in this respect “attestation in non-Hebrew
sources” is helpful. The context suggests that they constitute deliberate stylistic variation, as
the rest of the passage is not especially linguistically strange, and the normal Hebrew 0°5%1
appears twice in it (v. 4).”? As Kaufman pointed out, this should therefore be considered a
style-switch related to the ascription of the sayings to “the king of Massa” (v. 1).> In this

case, because these features are simple, basic, and widespread in Aramaic (as our Aramaic

2213, the standard Hebrew pl. const. of 72, also appears (vv. 5, 8), but this is also the pl. const. of Aramaic 72.

53 Kaufman, “North West Semitic Dialects,” 55; Massa is a son of Ishmael in Gen 26:14.
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sources show), we can reasonably maintain both that the author knew and successfully

imitated them, and also that he could expect his audience to know them.

In other cases suggested by scholars, however, the evidence drawn from non-Hebrew sources
cannot be said to show or even suggest as much. Sometimes the non-Hebrew attestation
adduced is at a great temporal remove. For instance, Talmudic Aramaic is cited by Bompiani
with regard to *»X37 in Gen 24:17,>* and Rendsburg similarly cites sources that significantly
postdate the composition of the Hebrew Bible to support his contention that the unusual form
of the passive participle °n233 (Gen 31:39, twice) is an Aramaism.””> While not completely
irrelevant, such attestations are poor guidance as to what we can suppose that the ancient
Hebrew author (and his audience) knew. In other cases, unsound use is made of the non-
Hebrew attestations. Rendsburg notes that ¥27, “dust cloud” (Num 23:10), “is more common

»36 Byt in fact the word’s attestation in these four

in Aramaic (Akkadian and Arabic too).
Semitic languages, which represent several distinct branches of the language-family,
undermines its significance as evidence of style-switching; for this widespread attestation is
equally evidence for the position that that word might be expected to be attested in Hebrew
(the fact that it is rare notwithstanding). Finally, in yet other cases, Hebrew sources are

presented as attestations of non-Hebrew usage, in an unconvincing fashion. In an effort to

show that Jacob’s use of 7x¥1 with 101 (Gen 31:9) derives from Aramaic, Greenfield asserts

>* Bompiani, “Speech of Foreigners,” 25.

> Rendsburg, ““Foreign’ Factor,” 183. Rendsburg interprets *na3; as a pass. ptc. inflected in the 1 per. sg.: “I
was robbed”; Gary A. Rendsburg, “Morphological Evidence for Regional Dialects of Ancient Hebrew,” in
Linguistics and Biblical Hebrew (ed. Walter R. Bodine; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1992), 65-88, at 82—
84. Such a construction is only attested in Middle Aramaic; for references see Gustaf Dalman, Grammatik des
Jjiidischen-paldstinischen Aramdisch (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1978), 284. However, the
context makes it more likely that °n333 is a Qal fem. sg. pass. ptc. in the construct: “of my hand you required it,
whether stolen by day or stolen by night [7%°7 *n21x oy °nan]”; the hireq yod (“hireq compaginis™) may be a
relic of a case ending and/or indicate the construct state; see GKC § 90 k—I. This form may, however, qualify as
style-switching by the distribution and opposition criteria, because it is not the usual form of the construct, and
because the hireq compaginis is generally a feature of poetic style; see IBHS 127.

56 Rendsburg, “‘Foreign’ Factor,” 184.
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“that there can be no doubt about this use of 4ns/ may be seen in the words of Hosea, a
prophet whose language is replete with Aramaisms.”’ Greenfield’s point is that %1 in Hos
2:11 may be an Aramaism, because of the other Aramaisms in the book. This is possible, but
it is uncertain, and any argument built upon this suggestion will be correspondingly weak.
Rendsburg argues in a similar way, with respect to the relatively rare uses of the prophetic
ax1 with a human subject (Prov 30:1; Num 24:3-4), writing: “Neither of these...can be
labelled specifically Aramaic, but they are identifiable as IH [Israelian Hebrew] traits; and
358

IH, of course, shared many more isoglosses with Aramaic than did JH [Judaean Hebrew].

But it is quite unconvincing to use Hebrew texts as evidence of Aramaic usage in this way.

In these and other ways comparative evidence has been used with limited success in style-
switching discussions, and should be used with caution. And in fact, the importance of
showing attestation in non-Hebrew sources has been overestimated. That is because efforts to
show such attestation assume that style-switching to represent foreignness is an essentially
imitative exercise: that a biblical author is accurately replicating some real non-Hebrew form.
Greenfield, for one, clearly indicates this when he speaks of the “Aramaic Vorlage behind the

words put into the mouths of Aramaic speakers or used in conversation with them.””

If style-
switching is conceived thus, it is natural to seek evidence of these unusual forms outside

Biblical Hebrew, and this has really been useful in some cases.

But there are good reasons to believe that style-switching when used to represent foreignness
will not be exclusively, or perhaps even, primarily imitative. Firstly, Holmstedt’s principle of
immediate intelligibility suggests this: imitation of foreign usages is a barrier to a reader’s

understanding of the text; and it is not suggested by any of the scholars who have written on

37 Greenfield, “Aramaic Studies,” 130.
*% Rendsburg, ““Foreign’ Factor,” 181.

59 Greenfield, “Aramaic Studies,” 129.
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this topic that the biblical authors intended to confuse their readers. Thus, any foreign forms
imitated are likely to be similar to Hebrew and/or basic and general (like 12 and 3%7), such
that anyone could be expected to know them. Secondly, imitation implies that the author
knows the language imitated. But it is unreasonable for us to posit such knowledge on the
part of the biblical authors for all of the peoples supposedly represented through this device.
Do we really think that the author of Exod 18 knew Midianite? (See below for a fuller
discussion.) Finally, imitation of any specific foreign style is not strictly necessary for the
representation of foreignness through style-switching. That is, an author does not need to
know the specific details of the language a character is presumed to be speaking, in order to
be able to convey that character’s linguistic otherness. This linguistic otherness can be
conveyed by the use of features perceived as “foreign,” such as certain substitutions of
vowels or consonants, or a specific order of words; and while such features will probably
have come to be regarded as foreign because they are indeed real features of specific foreign
languages, these features can be mixed and combined in various ways into a generally
“foreign” style that does not match any specific lalngualge.60 Thus, strict imitation of the
features of some particular foreign language is not necessary in style-switching. Indeed, this
was intimated by Hurvitz in the early stages of the modern search for this feature, though it
was largely ignored: “in these cases we are not dealing with actual loan words, or forms, but

rather with unique stylistic devices of a particular author or composition.”®'

Thus, because imitation is not assured in cases of style-switching, it is not necessary to show
that some unusual feature suspected of being style-switching occurs in a non-Hebrew text.

Furthermore, if the case made by a scholar that some style-switched word is attested in non-

050 Mishor, “Text of Exodus 18,” 226. In this sense, the switch out of normal Hebrew style is probably more
important than the switch info a particular foreign style.

o1 Hurvitz, “Chronological Significance,” 236-37.
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Hebrew sources seems unduly strained (as was true for some of the examples mentioned
above), it may be disregarded, especially since, if a feature is an imitated one, it is most likely
to be a general and basic feature in the imitated language, and not obscure. Proving non-
Hebrew attestation is therefore less important than its ubiquity in the modern scholarly
literature would suggest; and the weight that an extrabiblical attestation can lend to some
possible case of style-switching will depend on a variety of factors, including the specificity
of the parallel, its distribution or prevalence in various Semitic languages, and its proximity

in time and location to the biblical authors.

Finally, I should make a note about terminology. The criterion I have just discussed appears
as “Extra-biblical sources” in Bompiani, and this description is understandable.®® The
Hebrew Bible is our primary source for ancient Hebrew usage, and is a predominantly
Hebrew corpus; therefore, in order to establish usage in languages other than Hebrew, we will
most frequently turn to texts outside the Hebrew Bible. But labelling this criterion
“extrabiblical sources” is imprecise, for it conflates “non-Hebrew sources,” our evidence for
reconstructing non-Hebrew usage, with “extrabiblical texts,” a broad corpus including

Hebrew and non-Hebrew literature. Such conflation should be avoided for two reasons.

Firstly, there are relevant non-Hebrew texts that can be called “biblical”: the Aramaic
portions of the Hebrew Bible, and the New Testament. Like other Aramaic and Greek texts,
these “biblical” texts can provide evidence of Aramaic and Greek usage, and they could
therefore be used to support a proposed case of style-switching. Indeed, in style-switching
discussions, Bompiani, Mishor, and others do refer to the Aramaic texts in the Bible in order

to establish Aramaic usage, and thus show that some unusual Hebrew feature constitutes

62 Bompiani, “Speech of Foreigners,” 7.
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style—svvitching.63 But strictly speaking, these Aramaic and Greek biblical texts would be
excluded if we described this criterion as attestation in “‘extrabiblical sources.” For this

reason, “non-Hebrew sources” is more appropriate, as it does not exclude such texts.

Secondly, the title “extrabiblical sources” is inappropriate because it includes ancient Hebrew
texts that, since they are Hebrew, could not be used to demonstrate non-Hebrew usage.
Consider epigraphic material from ancient Israel and Judah, or the Hebrew text of Sirach, or
the sectarian documents from Qumran. These are certainly “extrabiblical sources,” but if they
are to enter a discussion of style-switching in the Hebrew Bible, it would not be to show that
some feature is alien to Hebrew, but to serve as further evidence for the variety of native
ancient Hebrew styles. Hence, describing the criterion under discussion as ‘“non-Hebrew
sources” is more fitting for picking out the texts that are in fact relevant for the aim of this

criterion.

5. The “Foreign Factor”

We would not suspect a text of trying to convey foreignness through style-switching if it did
not contain some foreign element. Thus what Rendsburg calls the “foreign factor” should be
considered a necessary element of proposed cases. This can take many forms, including, but
as we have seen, by no means restricted to the use of foreign languages. The forms can
involve the presence of non-Israelite human or divine characters, the setting of the action in a
land beyond Israel, reference to or discussion of non-Israelites, or, as Rendsburg emphasizes,
an imagined foreign audience for the text in question (“‘addressee switching”’). However, the

presence of a foreign element is not a meaningful control on the search for the representation

63 Bompiani, “Jacob and Laban Narrative,” 48; Mishor, “Text of Exodus 18,” 227.
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of foreignness through style-switching, for it actually excludes very little material. Israel’s
relationship to other nations is one of the primary concerns of the Hebrew Bible, and very

few texts are completely oblivious to foreigners and foreignness.

Thus the presence of a foreign element is not sufficient to support a claim of style-switching.
The force of this consideration can be strengthened, however, if there are signs in the text that
the author is conscious of the foreign element, and is trying to communicate this to the reader.
This might be evidenced by use of the names of specific foreign people or lands, or of words
indicating foreignness more generally (e.g., 77, >733, nX); if these words or names are
repeated in a passage, we can be more confident that an author is emphasizing the foreign

element.

However, caution is necessary even in this respect, because, as was seen in Chapter 2 above,
there is no simple correlation in the Hebrew Bible between being a non-Israelite and speaking
another language; being a foreigner is not the same as being an alloglot. For instance, there
are no explicit indications in the text that the Philistines spoke a different language from
Judah and Israel.** We cannot assume, therefore, that just because an author thought of some
character as foreign, he also thought of that character as an alloglot. Conversely, style-
switching can also be used to represent the varieties of speech of Israelites, since Israel is not
presented as linguistically monolithic (see, e.g., Judg 12:6). These considerations are
particularly relevant in considering potential style-switching on the lips of characters from
among Israel’s near neighbours. For as was discussed in Chapter 2 above, there is evidence
that the “speech of Canaan” (Isa 19:18) was considered a unity in the Hebrew Bible. Thus we
should not assume that the biblical authors perceived the same linguistic differences that we

do.
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