
DEVELOPMENT OF THE YIDDISH LANGUAGE

The language spoken by the masses of Polish Jewry came to be known
as Yiddish. It developed as a result of social and political conditions. It was
a source of unity among the people who spoke it, and often led to
misunderstanding with the neighbors who did not speak it. Yiddish was long
despised by the very people who spoke it, and certainly by those ignorant
of it..

Jews had always spoken the language of the land which was their home
- Arabic in Moslem Spain, N. Africa, and the Middle East, French in France,
and German in Germany. At the same time, they were also thoroughly
familiar with Hebrew and Aramaic, the language of the Torah, the Talmud,
their prayer book, and numerous other sacred writings. It became natural to
mix expressive Hebrew words or phrases together with their native
languages. While initially this mixture of languages appeared in discussions
centered on religious life, eventually this jargon was carried over into
secular discussions.

When expulsions and persecutions eventually brought about a wider
separation between the Jews and non-Jews, the result was a growing
dissimilarity between the intimate languages spoken by each group. Then
came the migration of Jews eastward. In the Slavic lands of Bohemia,
Poland, and Lithuania, the Jews were completely separated from German
speaking people. They were no longer aware of the changes which were
taking place in the language within Germany. They were thrown back more
and more upon their Hebrew. Slavic words also became mixed with the
language in daily use among them.

By the 16th century, as a result of all these movements and changes,
the Jews of Eastern Europe spoke Yiddish. The Germanic content of this
language varied from province to province, almost in direct ratio to its
proximity to Germany. The few Jews who still remained in Germany also



spoke Yiddish, but not exactly like that of the Polish Jews. It was also not
quite like the German spoken by non-Jews.

Young boys and men, all through Jewish history, have always received
some form of instruction from early childhood. Most of them could read the
Torah, the Talmud, and other writings of the rabbis in either Hebrew or
Aramaic. Women, while limited in their broader education, were taught
enough to read the prayer book, and possibly some Chumash. Their life
was comparatively empty of intellectual pursuits, even though they lived in
an atmosphere in which culture based on books was prized beyond
anything else.

Women sometimes turned to the romantic stories of knightly deeds and
affairs of love. This was considered dangerous for the high moral standards
of Jewish home life. Consequently, a literature for women began to
develop, as early as the 14th century. It consisted mainly of poetic
translations of books of the Bible. They were not necessarily translations of
the text, but rather a mixture of Bible stories and elaborations provided by
the Midrash. The heroes of the Bible were made to rival and even excel the
heroes common in non-Jewish romances. Piety, Jewish loyalty, and
religious fervor were their most prominent themes. All of these books were
written in Yiddish.

For the longest time one book, the Tze’enah u’Re’nah (Come forth and
Behold), proved to be most popular with the women of Eastern Europe. It
was not the first book of its nature to be written. Several attempts to
paraphrase the Chumah had preceded the efforts of Jacob Janow of
Cracow (or Lublin), around 1600. In the course of time his book assumed a
sacredness which the others, more poetic and thrilling, did not have. The
Tze’enah u-Re’enah is really an ethical and midrashic commentary on the
Chumash. It is divided into the same sessions as the weekly Parshiyot.
Thus it enabled the women to keep step with at least part of the intellectual
activity of the men.



The peculiar situation of the Jews in Poland - the compactness of their
settlements and their consciousness of cultural superiority - kept them from
adopting the language of the land. The Yiddish language thus became a
permanent feature of their life. Although they used it for everything,
including their studies, they never looked upon it as deserving of attention.
Differing in vocabulary, and especially in pronunciation, from province to
province, even from town to town, Yiddish never developed any fixed
forms, let alone a grammar. As for using it for writing, the more scholarly
the man. the more he disdained to use Yiddish, even in a letter. Hebrew
was still the accepted language, even for business documents. Hebrew
was and remained the Holy Tongue. Not till the middle of the 19th century
did Yiddish receive recognition as a bona fide cultural language.


