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T
he contents of this book w

ere originally intended to form
 a 

single chapter in a larger w
ork on the A

froasiatic languages. 
W

hen that project fell through, I decided that w
hat I had w

ritten 
w

as w
orth publishing on its ow

n. I had already been using it in 
sem

inars as an introduction to the Sem
itic fam

ily, and students 
found it useful. I expanded the original w

ork, and this book is 
the result. 

A
 com

parative study of the Sem
itic languages is a very sub

stantial undertaking, 
as the fam

ily com
prises dozens of lan

guages, spread out am
ong the ancient, m

edieval, and m
odern 

periods. N
um

erous com
prehensive studies have been m

ade (see 
C

hapter 6, below
), and m

uch m
ore still needs to be w

ritten. B
ut 

these larger w
orks are m

uch m
ore than introductions to the Se

m
itic fam

ily. T
here are also num

erous brief sketches of the Se
m

itic fam
ily, ranging fr

om
 a few

 pages to a few
 dozen pages. 

T
hese are m

ore appropriate for the beginner or non-specialist, 
but they lack adequate detail to be very useful. T

his survey, 
therefore, is som

ething of a m
iddle ground betw

een these tw
o 

types. Its aim
 is to be both practical and m

anageable. 
T

his brief introduction is intended to provide the student, 
general linguist, or am

ateur language enthusiast w
ith an over

view
 of the characteristic features of the Sem

itic languages, as 
w

ell as som
e of the m

ore interesting and unique developm
ents 

that take place in the individual
 languages. M

oreover, it is m
y 

goal to give the reader an
 idea of the diversity of the Sem

itic 
languages, as w

ell as their sim
ilarities. A

ll too often, sketches of 
this fam

ily focus m
ainly on the classical languages, 

and so in 
this book I have tried to incorporate at least as m

any exam
ples 

from
 m

odern languages (particularly lesser know
n languages) as 

there are from
 ancient languages. I w

ant the reader to know
 that 

iii 



iv 
A

 B
RIEF IN

TR
O

DU
CTIO

N
 TO

 TH
E SEM

ITI
C LAN

G
UA

G
ES 

the Sem
itic fam

ily includes num
erous vibrant and fascinating 

m
odern languages, w

orthy of all sorts of linguistic studies. 
In order to m

ake all of the exam
ples as clear as possible, I 

have provided m
orphem

e-by-m
orphem

e glossing, follow
ing the 

Leipzig G
lossing R

ules. I assum
e that the reader is fam

iliar w
ith 

linguistic term
inology, and has a basic understanding of histori

cal linguistics. For those w
ho do not have this background, I 

have provided som
e references to general linguistic w

orks in the 
G

uide to Further R
eading (Chapter 6). 

G
iven the length of this volum

e, m
any topics have neces

sarily been left unexplored (or underexplored), but I hope that 
the G

uide to Further R
eading (Chapter 6

), as w
ell as the m

any 
references 

scattered throughout 
the book, 

w
ill encourage the 

reader to 
pursue the study of the Sem

itic languages 
further. 

W
ith 

such 
a 

long attested 
history, 

such 
a 

diversity 
of lan

guages-
including languages that are im

portant to several m
ajor 

religions and to som
e of history's m

ost influential cultures-
the 

study of the Sem
itic languages is exceptionally rew

arding. A
nd 

w
hile I do not expect that everyone should choose a career de

voted to the study of the Sem
itic languages, I do hope that ev

eryone can ap
p

reciate their im
p

ortan
ce to both the p

ast an
d

 
present. 

A
C

K
N

O
WL

E
D

G
E

M
E

N
T

S
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1 
first person 

2 
second person 

3 
third person 

A
CC 

accusative 
A

CT 
active 

A
DJ 

adjective 
BCE 

before the com
m

on era 
C 

com
m

on gender 
C 

consonant 
ca

. 
circa

 
CE 

com
m

on era 
COLI 

collective 
CO

M
PA

R 
com

parative 
CO

N
J 

conjunction 
CO

N
STR 

construct 
DA

T 
dative 

D
eut. 

D
euteronom

y 
DN

 
D

ivine N
am

e 
DU

 
dual 

Exad. 
Exodus 

EXI
ST 

existential particle 
F 

fem
inine 

FUT 
future 

G
en. 

G
enesis 

G
E:-.J"

 
genitive 

G
ER

 
gerund 

IM
PER 

im
perative 

IN
D

EF 
indefinite 

INF
 

infinitive 
INTER

RO
G

 
interrogative 

Je
ss 

jussive 
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literally 
m

asculine 
negative 
N

ortheastern N
eo-A

ram
aic 

nom
inative 

non-past (present or future) 
N

um
bers 

object 
participle 
passive 
past tense 
plural 
preposition 
present 
progressive 
relative pronoun 
singular 
subordinating particle 
verb; vow

el 

X develops into Y
. 

X
 derives fr

om
 Y

. 
A

n 
asterisk 

m
arks 

a 
reconstructed 

or underlying 
form

. For languages w
hose vocalization is not indi· 

cated in the script (e.g., U
garitic), an asterisk also 

m
arks a theoretical vocalized form

. 
A

 double asterisk indicates a non·existent or un· 
gram

m
atical form

. 
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R
O
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W
ith a w

ritten history of nearly five thousand years, the Sem
itic 

languages 
com

prise 
one 

of the 
w

orld's earliest attested 
and 

longest attested language 
fam

ilies. 
M

ost 
of the 

Sem
itic lan

guages w
ere or are spoken in the areas of the Levant, M

esopo· 
tam

ia, A
rabia, and across the R

ed Sea in Ethiopia and Eritrea. 
Sm

all pockets of Phoenician speakers settled in N
orth A

fr
ica in 

the first m
illennium

 BCE (w
here their language is referred to as 

Punic), but it w
as not until the spread of Islam

, and its language 
A

rabic, that m
uch of N

orth A
fr

ica becam
e Sem

itic speaking. 
T

oday, A
rabic is the m

ost im
portant of the Sem

itic lan
guages, as it is the lingu

a
 fr

a
nca

 of the N
ear East and N

orth A
f

rica. W
ith roughly tw

o hundred m
illion speakers, it is also (by 

far) the Sem
itic language w

ith the greatest num
ber of speakers. 

T
w

o thousand years ago, A
ram

aic w
as the lingu

a
 fr

a
nca

 of the 
N

 ear East, and a thousand years earlier, A
kkadian had this dis

tinction. T
he Sem

itic languages are thus inextricably linked to 
this region that is often called the cradle of civilization, and that 
still today is the subject of m

uch international attention. 
T

w
o of the Sem

itic languages, H
ebrew

 and A
rabic, are the 

holy languages of m
ajor religions, Judaism

 and Islam
, respec

tively. A
 third language, A

ram
aic, has played a significant role 

in the histories of both Christianity and Judaism
. A

s such, these 
languages have been w

idely studied for m
any centuries. In fact, 

the relationship of A
rabic, H

ebrew
, and A

ram
aic w

as recognized 
already in the 9th century by the Jew

ish gram
m

arian Judah ibn 
Q

uraysh. Com
parative Sem

itic studies has a long history indeed. 
W

ith the com
ing of the R

eform
ation in Europe, and the 

consequent focus 
on the original languages of the Bible, the 

study of H
ebrew

 becam
e very popular am

ong Christian
s. In

 the 
follow

ing centuries, w
ith the rise in popularity of the study of 

A
rabic, and w

ith the European discovery of other Sem
itic lan-

1 
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guages like Syriac and G
e'ez, cam

e a rise in linguistic com
pari

son of these languages. W
hen the m

odern field of historical lin
guistics w

as developed in the 19th century for Indo-European 
studies, it w

as natural then that the m
ethods w

ere quickly ap
plied to the Sem

itic languages. 
T

he Sem
itic languages, both ancient and m

odern, continue 
to be w

idely studied. T
hey play

a role in m
any areas of aca

dem
ic study, such as linguistics, religious studies, history, politi

cal science, 
com

parative literature, and others. 
Som

e of the 
languages have died out, and others are spoken by tiny, vanish
ing com

m
unities, yet m

any continue to grow
 and thrive as lan

guages of both literature and daily com
m

unication. O
ne m

ust 
keep in m

ind that the Sem
itic fam

ily is continually evolving, 
and that no study can ever be the last w

ord. 

1
 

L
A

N
G

U
A

G
E

S
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N
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L
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S
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T
he Sem

itic language fam
ily is part of a larger fam

ily of lan
guages called A

froasiatic, w
hich in older literature is also called 

H
am

ito-Sem
itic. A

froasiatic can be divided into the follow
ing 

branches: 

P
ro

to
-A

fro
asiatic 

Semitic 
E

gyp
tian

 
C

u
sh

itic 
O

ro
o

tic? 
B

erb
er 

C
h

ad
ie 

T
he existence of this m

acro-fam
ily has been recognized and 

studied since the 19th century, but given the great tim
e depth 

that separates these branches, com
parative A

froasiatic studies 
are trem

endously difficult. Even the branches attested in antiq
uity, Sem

itic and Egyptian (both attested in the third m
illen

nium
 

BCE), are highly divergent, suggesting a long period of 
separation. It does seem

 that som
e of the branches of Afr

oasiatic 
(e.g., Sem

itic and Egyptian, Sem
itic and Berber) share a greater 

num
ber of sim

ilarities than do som
e other branches, but as yet it 

is im
possible to dem

onstrate distinct sub-branches w
ithin the 

A
fr

oasiatic fam
ily tree. N

ote that w
ith the exception of Sem

itic, 
all of the branches of A

fr
oasiatic are native to A

frica: Egyptian, 
Cushitic, and O

m
otic in the east, and Chadic and Berber in the 

w
est. A

lso note that the position of the O
m

otic languages is still 
debated; som

e m
ay really belong to the Cushitic fam

ily, and 
som

e of the languages m
ay not even be A

froasiatic at all. 
W

ithin the Sem
itic fam

ily of languages, there is no consen
sus am

ong scholars w
ith regards to the proper subgrouping of 

the Sem
itic fam

ily, and probably there never w
ill be. T

he fol
low

ing presentation reflects the subgrouping of the Sem
itic fam


ily as it is best understood given the facts available to date. For 

3 
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a detailed discussion of the internal classification of Sem
itic, see 

R
ubin (2008) and the m

any sources cited therein. 
T

here is a prim
ary division betw

een East and W
est Sem

itic, 
a division that has rem

ained relatively uncontroversial for m
ore 

than a century. �
E

S
" 

W
est S

em
ItIC 

ast 
erru

t lc 

T
he foundation for this division is a m

ajor innovation that took 
place in the verbal system

 of W
est Sem

itic. In W
est Sem

itic, the 
inherited prefIX

ed past tense (y
aqtul) w

as replaced by the suf
fi

xed-conjugation (qatala), w
hich in East Sem

itic functions as a 
stative (or verbal adjective). T

his shared developm
ent of a sta

live into a past tense, and the replacem
ent (or m

arginalization) 
of the inherited past tense, is a defining characteristic of W

est 
Sem

itic, though there are, of course, other innovations that are 
specific to each of these tw

o branches; see H
uehnergard (2006b) 

for further discussion of East Sem
itic innovations. 

A
m

ong the W
est Sem

itic languages, there is a division be
tw

een the Central Sem
itic languages, the Ethiopian Sem

itic lan
guages, and the M

odern South A
rabian languages. 

W
est S

em
i tic 

C
en

tral S
em

iti
c 

E
th

io
p

ian
 

M
o

d
em

 S
o

u
t h

 A
rab

ian
 

Central Sem
itic w

as first defined as
 such by H

etzron (1974, 
1976), based largely on the developm

ent of a new
 im

perfective 
verbal form

 (y
aqtulu

). T
his new

 form
 com

pletely replaced the 
inherited im

perfective form
 of the pattern y

V
qattV

l, w
hich sur

vived in East Sem
itic, Ethiopian Sem

itic, and M
odern South A

ra
bian. T

he m
ost detailed treatm

ent of Central Sem
itic to date is 

that of H
uehnergard (2005a). T

he Central Sem
itic fam

ily com


prises A
rabic, including Classical A

rabic and other ancient N
orth 

A
rabian dialects, as w

ell as a m
ultitude of (often m

utually unin
telligible) m

odern
 A

rabic dialects; the four $ayhadic languages, 

LA
KG

U
A

G
ES A

N
D

 C
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5 

also know
n as the O

ld South A
rabian languages; and the N

orth
w

est Sem
itic languages. 

C
en

tral S
em

itic 

A
rab

ic 
o?

ayh
ad

ic 
N

o
rth

w
est S

em
iti

c 

/ 
M

o
d

em
 d

ialects 
(in

clu
d

in
g M

altese) 

I:Ia<;i
ram

itic 

C
an

aan
ite 

U
garitic 

A
ram

aic 

N
ote that in addition to U

garitic, Canaanite, and A
ram

aic, there 
are tw

o other dialects of N
orthw

est Sem
itic, attested in inscrip

tions from
 the first m

illennium
 

BeE. O
ne is called Sam

'alian, 
know

n fr
om

 just a few
 m

onum
ental inscriptions from

 ancient 
Sam

' aI, w
hich is the site of m

odern
 Z

in
cirli in

 south-central T
ur

key (about 75 m
iles northeast of A

ntakya). T
hese texts date 

from
 about 820-730 BCE. T

he other N
orthw

est Sem
itic dialect, 

w
hich is given no special nam

e, is know
n from

 a single inscrip
tion found at the site of D

eir 'A
lla, in northw

estern Jordan 
(about 30 m

iles northw
est of A

m
m

an). T
his inscription, w

hich 
contains only about thirty broken lines of text, dates fr

om
 about 

the sam
e tim

e period as the Sam
'alian texts. T

he exact position 
of Sam

'alian dialect and the dialect of the D
eir 'A

lla inscription 
w

ithin N
orthw

est Sem
itic is unclear, but based on the scanty 

evidence that w
e possess, it seem

s that they cannot be called 
Canaanite, U

garitic, or A
ram

aic. 
D

etails regarding dates of attestation and location, as w
ell 

as further inform
ation on the subgrouping of som

e of the indi
vidual branches of Central Sem

itic, w
ill be given in the follow


ing sections. Follow

ing is a m
ore com

plete Sem
itic fam

ily tree, 
com

bining w
hat has been presented so far. In this 

tree, 
the 

num
bers in parentheses indicate the subsections below

 in w
hich 

the 
language 

or 
language 

group 
is 

treated. 
Languages 

(or 
groups) that are no longer spoken are indicated by italics. 
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E
ast Sem

itic 

M
o

d
ern

 S
o

u
th

 
E

th
io

p
ian

 
C

entr
al Sem

itic 
A

 
E

blaite 
A

kkadian 
A

rab
ian

 (§1
.3

) 
(§1

.4
) 

(§1
.2

) 
(§1

.1
) 

Ar
ab

ic (§1
.5) 

$ay hadic (§1.6) 
N

orthw
est Sem

itic 

U
g aritic (§1

.7) 
C

anaanite (§l
.S) Ar

amaic (§1.9) 

H
ebr�

nician (Pu
nic) 

1
.1

 A
KKA

D
IA

N
 

A
kkadian w

as spoken by the ancient B
abylonians and A

ssyrians 
in M

esopotam
ia, m

ore or less in the area of m
odern Iraq. It is 

the oldest attested Sem
itic language, w

ith w
ritten records al

ready around 2400 BCE. A
kkadian is not a uniform

 language, but 
rather can be divided into m

ultiple dialects, 
m

any of w
hich 

achieved a standardized w
ritten form

. T
he m

ajor division is be
tw

een the B
abylonian and A

ssyrian dialects, w
hich in tum

 are 
distinguished chronologically. Follow

ing are the m
ajor dialects, 

along w
ith their approxim

ate dates of attestation: 

O
ld A

kkadian 
O

ld B
abylonian / O

ld A
ssyrian 

M
iddle B

abylonian / M
iddle A

ssyrian 
N

eo-B
abylonian / N

eo·A
ssyrian 

Late B
abylonian 

(2400-2000 BCE) 
(2000-1500 BCE) 
(1500-1000 BCE) 
(1000-6

00 BCE) 
(600 BCE-100 CE) 

A
lready in the M

iddle B
abylonian period, O

ld B
abylonian 

cam
e to be considered the classical period of A

kkadian. A
uthors 

in both A
ssyria and B

abylonia developed a purely literary dia· 
lect based on the O

ld B
abylonian m

odel, know
n as Standard 

B
ayblonian. Standard B

ayblonian w
as used for literary and som

e 

LAN
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m
onum

ental texts in all later periods. Som
e tim

e in the first half 
of the first m

illennium
 BCE, A

kkadian died out as a spoken lan
guage, though Late and Standard B

abylonian continued to be 
used in w

riting until about 100 CEo 
T

here are also w
hat are called "peripheral" dialects of A

k
kadian, 

w
hich are essentially dialects 

attested 
outside of the 

B
abylonian and A

ssyrian hom
elands, usually refl

ecting substrate 
influence from

 the local language. N
otable sites w

here periph
eral 

A
kkadian texts have been 

found 
include N

uzi, 
A

lalakh, 
M

ari, 
Em

ar, 
U

garit, 
and 

El-A
m

am
a 

(see 
§1.8). 

T
hese 

com
e 

m
ainly from

 the m
id-

to late second m
illennium

 BCE, w
hen A

k
kadian w

as used as a lingu
a

 fr
a

nca
 throughout the N

ear East. 
K

now
ledge of the cuneiform

 system
 used to w

rite A
kkadian 

died out by the 2nd century CE, and cuneiform
 w

as deciphered 
only in the 19th century. 

1
.2

 E
BLAl

TE 

Eblaite 
designates the language of ancient Ebla, 

m
odem

 T
ell 

M
ardikh, w

hich lies just south of A
leppo, Syria. T

he language 
w

as discovered only in the 1970s, w
hen several thousand cunei

form
 tablets w

ere excavated at the site. A
ll of the texts can be 

dated to a period that spans less than a century, from
 the late 

24th to the m
id-23rd century BCE. B

ecause of the nature of the 
cuneiform

 w
riting 

system
 

used 
for Eblaite-

in particular 
the 

broad use of logogram
s and the am

biguity in the representation 
of nearly all consonants and vow

els-
know

ledge of the language 
rem

ains patchy. Still, it is clear that it is a close relative of A
k

kadian, but w
ith enough differences to w

arrant placing it in
 its 

ow
n branch of E

ast Sem
itic (H

uehnergard 2006b). 

1
.3

 M
O

D
ERN

 S
O

U
TH

 A
RA

BIA
N

 

T
he M

odem
 South A

rabian fam
ily includes six languages: M

ehri, 
Jibbali (or S!).eri), !:larsusi, Soqo1T

i, H
obyot, and B

al!).ari. A
ll are 

spoken in eastern Y
em

en and w
estern O

m
an, w

ith the exception 
of Soqolri, w

hich is spoken on the Y
em

eni-governed island of 
Soqolra, located in the Indian O

cean about 150 m
iles east of the 

H
om

 of A
frica. M

ehri, Jibbali, and Soqolri in tum
 have a num


ber of dialects; in fact, I:I

arsusi and B
atl).

ari are sim
liar enough to 
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M
ehri that they m

ay also be considered dialects of that lan
guage. E

ach of these languages has a relatively sm
all num

ber of 
speakers, though exact figures are unknow

n. M
ehri is the lan

guage w
ith the greatest num

ber of speakers; estim
ates on this 

num
ber range fr

om
 about 75,000 to 150,000. Jibbali has per

haps 30,000 speakers, Soqolri has
 perhaps 10,000 speakers, and 

the rem
aining three languages have probably less than a thou

sand speakers each. 
N

one of these languages has a tradition of w
riting, and so 

our know
ledge of these languages is quite recent. A

 couple are 
docum

ented by Europeans as early as the 1830s, w
hile others 

are know
n only fr

om
 the 20th century. H

obyot and B
alj;ari re

m
ain especially poorly docum

ented. 
D

espite the confusing term
inology, the M

odern
 South A

ra
bian languages did not descend from

 the languages som
etim

es 
know

n as O
ld South A

rabian (see below
, §1.6), nor are they va

rieties of A
rabic. 

Little has been done w
ith the classification of the M

odern
 

South A
rabian group. Lonnet (2006) provides a tentative classi

fication schem
e: 

Pr oto- MSA
 

�
 

W
estern

 M
SA

 
E

astern
 M

SA
 

�
-----�---

- ;- -- -�
 

M
eh

ri, 1:I
arsllsi, B

atD
ari 

H
ab

ya i ' 
Jib

b
ali 

S
o

q
o

tri 

1
.4

 E
T

H
IO

P
IA

N
 S

E
M

IT
IC

 

T
he Ethiopian branch of Sem

itic contains a variety of languages, 
m

ost of w
hich are know

n only fr
om

 m
odern

 tim
es. T

he m
ajor 

exception is G
e'ez, the classical language of E

thiopia and still 
the liturgical language of the E

thiopian C
hurch, w

hich is at
tested in inscriptions already in the early 4th century CE, or per
haps even in the late 3rd century CEo A

m
haric is attested fr

om
 

the 14th century CE, but w
as not w

idely w
ritten until the 19th 

century. T
hough som

e of the languages still aw
ait com

prehen
sive description, the E

thiopian Sem
itic fam

ily has on the w
hole 

been w
ell studied, as has its internal classification. Follow

ing is 
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a sim
plified fam

ily tree of the languages, m
odelled after the 

w
ork of H

etzron (1972). T
hose languages that are no longer 

spoken are indicated w
ith italics: 

P
ro

to
�E

th
io

p
ian

 S
em

itic 

�
 

N
o

rth
 E

th
io

p
ian

 
S

o
u

th
 E

th
io

p
ian

 

�
 

G
e'ez 

Tigre 
T

igrin
ya 

T
ran

sv
ersal S

o
u

th
 

O
u

ter S
o

u
 

E
th

io
p

ian
 

�
ian

 
�

 
__

_____ 
_

 � 
n

-g
ro

u
p

 
tt-gro

u
p

 

AA
 gro

u
p

 
E

G
H

 gro
u

p
 

�
 �

 
/\

 
A

 
G

afat 
N

o
rth

ern
 

W
estern

 
/

. 
� 

G
u

rage 
G

u
rage 

A
m

h
aric 

A
rgo

b
b

a 
H

arari 
E

ast G
u

rage 

�
 

W
o

lan
e 

S
elp

 
Z

ay (o
r Z

w
ay) 

G
e'ez, the language of the ancient K

ingdom
 of A

xum
, in 

N
orthern E

thiopia, probably died out as a spoken language close 
to a thousand years ago, but rem

ained the prim
ary w

ritten lan
guage of E

thiopia up to the 20th century. T
igrinya is spoken in 

the northern
 parts of E

thiopia, as w
ell as in E

ritrea, w
here it is 

the national language. It has about six m
illion speakers total. 

T
igre is also spoken in E

ritrea, w
here it has about a m

illion 
speakers. D

ahalik, spoken by the several thousand inhabitants of 
the D

ahlak A
rchipelago, off the coast of E

ritrea, m
ay be a T

igre 
dialect, but som

e have claim
ed that it should be considered an 

independent language (Sim
eone-Senelle 2006). 

A
m

haric is the m
ost w

idely spoken E
thiopian Sem

itic lan
guage, and the second m

ost w
idely spoken (after A

rabic) of any 
Sem

itic language today. It is the national language and lin
gu

a 
fr

an
ca of E

thiopia, w
here it has about 20 m

illion native speak
ers, though it is understood by m

any m
ore non-native speakers. 

T
he closely-related A

rgobba, spoken m
ainly in the A

nkober re
gion, 

about 100 
m

iles northeast of A
ddis A

baba, 
has about 

10,000 
to 

15,000 
speakers 

rem
aining. 

H
arari 

has 
perhaps 

30,000 speakers. It w
as historically spoken only in the w

alled 
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M
uslim

 city of H
arar, in southeastern E

thiopia, but as a conse
quence of the political upheavals of 

the 1970s, 
m

ost H
arari 

speakers now
 live in the vicinity of A

ddis A
baba. 

T
he rem

aining E
thiopian Sem

itic 
languages, 

other 
than 

G
afat, w

hich becam
e extinct in the m

id-20th century, are often 
called together the "G

urage Languages", though, as illustrated in 
the above tree, they do not form

 a single genetic group. T
he 

N
orthern

 G
urage group contains three languages/dialects, w

hile 
the W

estern G
urage group (w

hich can be further subdivided) 
contains about ten. Speakers of the G

urage languages, totalling 
betw

een one and tw
o m

illion, all live in the sam
e region, about 

150 m
iles southw

est of A
ddis A

baba, and m
ost of them

 are also 
grouped together ethnically. T

hus for geographical and ethnic 
reasons, it is convenient to speak of the G

urage languages as a 
group. T

he G
urage languages fon

m
 a Sem

itic island surrounded 
by speakers of C

ushitic languages. 
T

hose E
thiopian languages that are w

ritten all use a unique 
syllabary, based on the alphabet borrow

ed from
 the Sabeans. 

T
he exception is H

arari, w
hich has traditionally been w

ritten 
w

ith the A
rabic script; since the 1990s, how

ever, the E
thiopian 

scrip
t has been used to w

rite H
arari. 

1
.5

 A
RA

B
IC 

A
rabic today has roughly 200 m

illion speakers, w
hose dom

ain 
stretches from

 M
auritania in the w

est to O
m

an in the east. In
 

Afr
ica, it is the m

ain language of all the N
orth A

fr
ican countries, 

fr
om

 M
auritania to E

gypt, as w
ell as in the northern regions of 

C
had and Sudan, and is also w

idely spoken in D
jibouti and E

ri
trea. It is the m

ain language of all the countries of the M
iddle 

E
ast, w

ith the exception of T
urkey, Iran, and Israel. Still, it is 

w
idely spoken in Israel and is spoken in sm

all pockets of T
urkey 

and Iran. T
here ar

e also A
rabic-speaking com

m
unities in C

entral 
A

sia (A
fghanistan and U

zbekistan). In
 the M

editerranean, 
w

e 
find M

altese (see below
) and a tiny com

m
unity of speakers on 

C
ypru

s. In the M
iddle A

ges, there w
ere thriving A

rabic-speaking 
com

m
unities in Iberia and in Sicily. A

rabic is also spoken today 
by large expatriate com

m
unities in E

urope and the A
m

ericas, 
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and is the liturgical language of hundreds of m
illions of M

uslim
s 

around the w
orld. 

A
rabic is not a single linguistic entity, and w

e can distin
guish different types of A

rabic both chronologically and geo
graphically. 

First, 
w

e 
m

ust 
distinguish 

A
rabic 

from
 

w
hat is 

know
n as A

ncient N
orth A

rabian. 

Proto-A
rabic 

�
 

A
rabic 

A
ncient N

orth A
rabian 

A
ncient N

orth A
rabian is a cover term

 for several closely related 
dialects that are attested in inscriptions found m

ainly in the ter
ritories that are now

 Syria, Jordan, and Saudi A
rabia, and that 

date from
 about the 8th century BCE to the 4th century CEo T

he 
nam

es of these dialects include T
aym

anitic, D
adanitic, D

um
aitic, 

Safaitic, H
ism

aic, H
asaitic, and T

ham
udic. A

ncient N
orth A

ra
bian is attested about a m

illennium
 before A

rabic, but none of 
these dialects are the ancestor of A

rabic. A
ncient N

orth A
rabian 

should be considered distinct from
, though closely related to, 

the language that w
ould becom

e C
lassical A

rabic. 
For A

rabic proper, w
e can distinguish several periods. O

ld 
A

rabic 
designates 

the 
language 

of 
A

rabic 
inscriptions, 

from
 

about the 3rd to 7th centuries CE, that is, until the Islam
ic pe

riod. O
ld A

rabic is relatively sparsely attested, and is found w
rit

ten in a variety of scripts. C
lassical A

rabic refers to the variety 
of the w

ritten language that w
as standardized by the 8th cen

tury CE, based on the Q
ur'an and other pre-Islam

ic poetry. T
his 

has essentially rem
ained the literary standard since, at least in 

tenms of its gram
m

ar. M
odern

 Standard A
rabic (in A

rabic, �
�ci) 

is essentially a m
odernized version of C

lassical A
rabic that be

gan to take shape in the 19th century. N
ot surprisingly, M

odern
 

Standard A
rabic differs m

ost from
 C

lassical A
rabic in its lexicon, 

though there are also som
e m

inor differences in gram
m

ar. M
od

ern
 Standard A

rabic is the official language of the tw
enty-tw

o 
A

rab nations. It is the language of education, m
ass m

edia, for
m

al w
riting, and is used as a lin

gu
a fr

an
ca across the A

rab w
orld. 

W
hile M

odern
 Standard A

rabic is the 
m

ain w
ritten lan

guage of the A
rab w

orld, there exists a large num
ber of spoken 

A
rabic dialects, on w

hich m
ore w

ill be said below
. M

any of the 
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differences that exist am
ong the m

odern
 dialects certainly ex

isted already a m
illennium

 ago, though in literary (C
lassical 

A
rabic) w

orks, this fact is largely concealed. H
ow

ever, there are 
a very large num

ber of texts from
 the m

edieval
 and early m

od
ern 

periods 
in 

w
hich 

post-classical, 
non-standard 

features 
abound. T

hese kinds of texts are loosely called M
iddle A

rabic, 
and essentially form

 a sort of m
iddle ground betw

een the liter
ary language and the spoken dialects. 

A
rabic 

C
lassical A

rabO
oken A

rabic D
ialects 

/
�

i�dleA;;�::\ 
M

odern Stannard A
rabic 

M
odern

 A
rabic D

ialects 

T
he spoken varieties of m

odern A
rabic can be divided into 

several dialect bundles, w
hich in turn

 contain a large num
ber of 

dialects. Som
e of these dialects are so diff

erent from
 one another 

that, if w
e use m

utual intelligibility as a distinguishing criterion, 
w

e should really speak of the m
odern A

rabic languages, in plu
ral. O

nly for cultural reasons, and because these dialects share a 
literary (and form

al spoken) standard, do w
e usually find the 

term
 "dialect" used for the diverse form

s of m
odern A

rabic. 
T

hus all A
rabic speakers share a com

m
on w

ritten language, 
though their vern

acular tongues can differ considerably. 
Scholars usually divide the m

odem
 dialects into five m

ajor 
groups: A

rabian peninsular, M
esopotam

ian, Syro-Palestinian (or 
Syro-Lebanese), E

gyptian, and M
aghrebi (or N

orth A
frican). T

his 
division is largely geographic, though there are indeed linguistic 
characteristics that pertain to each group. T

he individual dia
lects w

ithin each of these groups can vary considerably, not only 
w

ith respect to location, but often also w
ith respect to religious 

affiliation. For exam
ple, one cannot speak accurately of B

agh
dadi A

rabic, but only of M
uslim

, Jew
ish, or C

hristian B
aghdadi 

A
rabic (B

lanc 1964). T
here is also often a difference betw

een 
the A

rabic of the B
edouin (nom

ads) and that of sedentary A
rabic 

speakers in the sam
e region. Linguistic subgrouping of the A

ra
bic dialects is an enorm

ously diffi
cult task and so scholars have 
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for the m
ost part rem

ained satisfied w
ith this rough geographi

cal division. 
O

ne variety of m
odern

 A
rabic stands apart from

 the rest, in 
that it can safely be designated as a separate language. T

his is 
M

altese, spoken on M
alta and its neighboring islands. M

altese 
has no tradition of w

ritten A
rabic (in either its classical or m

od
ern standardized form

), 
and instead has developed a w

ritten 
tradition of its ow

n, using the R
om

an script. B
ut historically, 

M
altese can be classified as a M

aghrebi A
rabic dialect, and de

spite the m
any phonological and lexical influences of R

om
ance 

languages (and m
ore recently, E

nglish), it is still easily recog
nizable as such. 

Finally, it should be m
entioned that there exist in A

fr
ica 

som
e 

creolized 
varieties 

of 
A

rabic, 
notably 

Juba 
A

rabic 
in 

southern Sudan and the closely related N
ubi (or K

i-N
ubi) in 

U
ganda and K

enya. T
hese are w

ell know
n am

ong creole special
ists, but little studied by Sem

itists. 

1
.6

 �
A

YH
A

D
IC

 (O
LD

 S
O

U
TH

 A
RAB

IAN
) 

T
he �ayhadic group-

also called O
ld South 

A
rabian, 

A
ncient 

South A
rabian, or Epigraphic South A

rabian-
includes four lan

guages (or dialects): Sabaic (or Sabean), M
inaic (or M

inean), 
Q

atabanic (or Q
atabanian), and j:lac,lram

itic. T
hese designations 

are based on those used by the G
reek scholar E

ratosthenes in
 his 

G
eograp

hy (late 3rd century BCE) for the four m
ain peoples w

ho 
inhabited the area of Southern

 A
rabia corresponding roughly to 

w
hat is now

 Y
em

en (see the edition of R
oller 2010). T

he term
 

�ayhadic derives fr
om

 sayhad, the nam
e that m

edieval A
rabic 

geographers gave to the Y
em

eni desert area now
 called R

am
lat 

as-Sab'atayn, at the fr
inge of w

hich the speakers of these lan
guages had their m

ajor cities. sayhadic is not yet a w
idely used 

term
, but it is preferable to the other possibilities, since it avoids 

any 
m

isleading 
connections 

w
ith 

the 
term

s 
A

rabic, 
A

ncient 
N

orth A
rabian (§1.5), and M

odern South A
rabian (§1.3). It also 

allow
s 

the possibility of distinguishing Sabaic, 
M

inaic, 
Q

ata
banic and H

adram
itic from

 the rare and very poorly understood 
other ' epigr�ph

ic languages that seem
 to have existed in

 ancient 
South A

rabia (B
eeston 1984; 1987). T

he approxim
ate dates of 

w
ritten attestation for the sayhadic languages are as follow

s: 
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Sabaic 
M

inaic 
Q

atabanic 
I;I

a9-ram
itic 

(ea
. 1000 BCE-Ca

. 560 C
E) 

(ca
. 1000 BC

E-ea
. 120 BC

E) 
(ea.

 700 BCE-Ca
. 200 CE) 

(ea
. 700 BCE-ea

. 300 C
E) 

T
he sayhadic languages are know

n alm
ost exclusively from

 
m

onum
ental texts, found m

ainly in m
odem

 Y
em

en and Saudi 
A

rabia, but also in E
thiopia and N

orthern
 A

rabia (e.g., Jordan, 
Syria, and Iraq). T

here are several thousands of these, though 
the great m

ajority are in Sabaic. A
s can be seen from

 the list of 
dates above, Sabaic also has the longest period of attestation, 
and 

can 
be 

divided 
into 

different 
dialects 

(Stein 
2004). 

l:Ia<;iram
itic is the m

ost poorly attested. T
he lim

ited content of 
these m

onum
ental texts, the alm

ost com
plete lack of vocaliza

tion in the script, and the paucity of m
aterial for som

e of the 
languages m

ean that m
any features of the languages rem

ain un
know

n. E
nough is know

n, how
ever, to allow

 for a reasonably 
certain classification of their position w

ithin the Sem
itic fam

ily. 
T

he sayhadic m
onum

ental texts are w
ritten in a distinctive 

consonantal alphabet that is distantly related to, but vety differ
ent looking fr

om
, the H

ebrew
 and A

ram
aic alphabets. T

his al
phabet w

as borrow
ed by the E

thiopians, 
and survives in the 

m
odem

 E
thiopian script (see above, §1.4). 

Since the 1970s, several thousand texts of a different type 
have been discovered, nam

ely texts w
ritten in a cursive script on 

sm
all w

ooden sticks and palm
-leaf stalks. U

nlike the m
onum

en
tal inscriptions, these texts seem

 to represent a m
ore "everyday" 

type of w
riting, including personal letters and econom

ic docu
m

ents. U
ntil the publication of Stein (2010), only a few

 dozen of 
these texts had been published. T

he unclear script and som
e

tim
es unknow

n vocabulary of these texts, along w
ith their often 

poor state of preservation, can m
ake them

 very difficult to read 
and interpret. Still, they have added to our understanding of the 
sayhadic languages. 

T
here is evidence from

 the com
m

ents of A
rabic authors 

that Sabaic continued to be spoken into m
edieval tim

es. Som
e 

have suggested the possibility that a variety of sayhadic (pre
sum

ably Sabaic) is still spoken in a sm
all pocket of northw

estern 
Y

em
en, but this seem

s very unlikely (W
atson et al. 2006). It is 
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surely the case, how
ever, that sayhadic has exerted infl

uence on 
m

any of the Y
em

eni dialects of A
rabic. 

1
.7

 U
G

A
R

ITIC 

U
garitic is the language that w

as spoken around ancient U
garit 

(now
 called R

as Sham
ra), a city located just a few

 m
iles north of 

m
odern Latakia, on the Syrian coast of the M

editerranean. T
exts 

are attested only for a short period in history, fr
om

 about 1380 
to 1180 BCE. U

garitic w
as discovered by m

odem
 scholars only in 

1928. 
A

bout 
1500 

texts 
are know

n, 
m

ost of w
hich 

are very 
short. T

hese are w
ritten in a unique cuneiform

 script that looks 
superficially 

like 
logo-syllabic 

cuneiform
 

system
s 

(e.g., 
A

k
kadian), but in fact is an alphabet of about thirty characters. 
Som

e U
garitic is also attested in A

kkadian syllabic cuneiform
, 

w
hich, since the U

garitic alphabet rarely indicates vow
els, pro

vides im
portant evidence for the vocalization of the language. 

T
he U

garitic texts cover a w
ide variety of genres, including 

epic poem
s, religious texts, letters, divination texts, and school 

texts, am
ong others. It is m

ost w
idely studied by biblical schol

ars, w
ho have noted m

any sim
ilarities betw

een U
garitic litera

ture and biblical literature, and w
ho have used this language to 

shed light on difficult H
ebrew

 w
ords and form

s. As one of the 
earliest attested form

s of N
orthw

est Sem
itic, it is of im

portance 
not only to the study of the H

ebrew
 B

ible, but also to the study 
of Sem

itic in general. 

1
.8

 C
A

N
A

A
N

ITE 

T
he m

ost prom
inent m

em
ber of the C

anaanite branch of the 
Sem

itic fam
ily is H

ebrew
. In the ancient period, our m

ain source 
of H

ebrew
 com

es from
 the H

ebrew
 B

ible (or O
ld T

estam
ent), 

w
hich includes m

aterial that w
as w

ritten during the period of 
(roughly) 1150-150 BCE. H

ow
ever, the earliest biblical m

anu
scripts that are extant today date from

 only about 100 BCE (from
 

am
ong the D

ead Sea Scrolls); the oldest com
plete H

ebrew
 Bible 

dates fr
om

 only around 1000 C
Eo From

 the biblical period, a 
num

ber of H
ebrew

 inscriptions are know
n, som

e fr
om

 as early 
as the 10th 

century 
BCE, 

though 
few

 are 
of any significant 

length. G
iven that the H

ebrew
 B

ible contains m
aterial w

ritten 
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over the span of a m
illennium

, it is not surprising that one fi
nds 

differences in the language of the biblical books. T
hus, for ex

am
ple, scholars distinguish betw

een Standard B
iblical H

ebrew
 

and Late B
iblical H

ebrew
, w

ith the dividing point at around 550 
BeE. T

here is also evidence of synchronic dialectal variation, 
w

ith Standard B
iblical H

ebrew
 refl

ecting the dialect of Judah in 
general, and w

ith som
e portions of the Bible reflecting a north

ern dialect, 
term

ed Israelian H
ebrew

 by scholars (R
endsburg 

2003a). Still, B
iblical H

ebrew
 is overall relatively uniform

. 
From

 
the 

post-biblical 
period 

com
es 

Q
um

ran 
H

ebrew
, 

w
hich is the language of the non-biblical texts am

ong the D
ead 

Sea Scrolls, dated m
ainly to the 2nd and 1st centuries B

CE. Q
um


ran H

ebrew
 continues Late B

iblical H
ebrew

, though it also ex
hibits a few

 linguistic peculiarities unknow
n 

from
 any other 

variety of H
ebrew

. 
From

 the 2nd and 3rd centuries CE, w
e find a dialect of H

e
brew

 that is usually called R
abbinic or M

ishnaic H
ebrew

. In this 
dialect, w

e have several im
portant Jew

ish texts, the m
ost prom

i
nent of w

hich is the M
ishnah. R

abbinic H
ebrew

 is distinct in 
m

any w
ays from

 both B
iblical H

ebrew
 and Q

um
ran H

ebrew
, 

and seem
s to

 stem
 from

 a northern (G
alilean) dialect (R

ends
burg 2003b). 

H
ebrew

 died out as spoken language by about the 3rd cen
tury CE, but rem

ained in use as a literary and liturgical language 
am

ong Jew
s. In this capacity, w

e find w
riters im

itating both the 
B

iblical and R
abbinic types of H

ebrew
. T

hough the language 
w

as 
not 

anyone's 
native 

tongue, 
it 

continued 
to 

develop 
throughout the M

iddle A
ges, as new

 vocabulary w
as invented or 

borrow
ed as needed. T

here is an enorm
ous corpus of m

edieval 
H

ebrew
 w

orks, representing a w
ide variety of genres, m

uch of it 
still unpublished. 

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, H
ebrew

 began the 
road to m

odern
ization, 

and fr
om

 
this period 

w
e find 

m
any 

original secular w
orks, such as plays, novels, and new

spapers. In 
the late 19th century there began a m

ovem
ent to revive H

ebrew
 

as a spoken language, coinciding w
ith the Z

ionist m
ovem

ent to 
reclaim

 Israel as the Jew
ish hom

eland. T
his unprecedented re

vival
led to the creation of M

odern H
ebrew

 (or Israeli H
ebrew

), 
w

hich is today the official language of Israel, and is spoken by 

L
fu

\lG
U

AG
ES A

N
D

 C
LA

SSIFICATIO
N

 
17 

about six m
illion Israelis. T

he gram
m

ar of the m
odern language 

is based heavily on B
iblical H

ebrew
, w

ith m
any elem

ents fr
om

 
H

ebrew
 of later periods, as w

ell as a large num
ber of new

ly cre
ated and borrow

ed w
ords. 

H
ebrew

 is the only C
anaanite language still in use, 

but 
there are several others know

n fr
om

 the ancient period, 
the 

m
ost notable of w

hich is Phoenician. Phoenician is the nam
e 

that w
as used by the ancient G

reeks to describe the C
anaanite 

peoples w
ho inhabited the coastal plain of w

hat is now
 Lebanon 

and northern Israel. T
he Phoenician language is attested in in

scriptions beginning in about 1000 BCE. B
ecause the Phoenicians 

w
ere 

seafarers 
w

ho 
traveled 

throughout 
the 

M
editerranean, 

Phoenician inscriptions have been found not only in Lebanon 
and the vicinity, but also in C

yprus, G
reece, M

alta, Sicily, Sar
dinia, Spain, and elsew

here. T
he dialect of the Phoenician col

ony that w
as established at C

arthage (near m
odern T

unis, in 
T

unisia) is referred to as Punic, w
hich is attested from

 the 6th 
century B

C
E

 until about the 4th century C
E

o Inscriptions fr
om

 
after the fall of C

arthage (l46 BCE) are usually referred to as 
N

eo-Punic or Late Punic. M
ost Phoenician, including P

unic, is 
w

ritten in an alphabet very close to that o
f ancient H

ebrew
, but 

in the latest period w
e also find inscriptions in Latin or G

reek 
characters. 

In
 addition to H

ebrew
 and Phoenician, there w

ere several 
other ancient C

anaanite dialects, including M
oabite, E

dom
ite, 

and A
m

m
onite. O

ur know
ledge of these dialects com

es from
 a 

relatively sm
all num

ber of inscriptions fr
om

 the first m
illennium

 
BCE, found in w

hat is now
 w

estern
 Jordan and Israel. T

he long
est inscription, by far, is a M

oabite text of about thirty-five lines 
from

 the 9th century BCE, know
n as the M

esha Stele, since it 
concerns K

ing M
esha of M

oab. T
he rem

aining inscd
ptions are 

all short and fr
agm

entary, and som
etim

es it is im
possible to de

ten
nine w

hich dialect is attested in a given inscription. K
now

l
edge of these few

 C
anaanite dialects rem

ains rather poor. 
In the late 19th century, an archive of several hundred cu

neiform
 

tablets 
w

as 
discovered 

at T
ell E

1-A
m

am
a 

in 
Egypt, 

about 200 m
iles south of C

airo. T
his archive dates fr

om
 about 

1350 
B

C
E, 

and represents the diplom
atic correspondence be

tw
een Egypt and its vassal states in the Levant, as w

ell as w
ith 

other pow
ers, like the B

abylonians and the H
ittites. T

he corre-

--
------�----------------------------------------------

--
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spondence 
w

as 
m

ainly 
in 

A
kkadian, 

since, 
as 

noted 
above 

(§1.1), A
kkadian w

as the lingu
a fr

an
ca of the N

ear E
ast at this 

tim
e. H

ow
ever, the letters that originated in the various C

anaan
ite cities (in w

hat is now
 Israel and Lebanon) w

ere often w
ritten 

in very poor A
kkadian, 

w
ith num

erous C
anaanite w

ords, and 
even C

anaanite gram
m

atical form
s and w

ord order. So w
hile the 

language 
of 

the 
texts 

is technically 
A

kkadian, 
m

any 
of the 

A
m

arna letters provide evidence of C
anaanite gram

m
ar and vo

cabulary. A
nd since this corpus pre-dates the attestation of H

e
brew

 or Phoenician by several hundred years, it is an im
portant 

source for the study of early C
anaanite. 

1
.9

 ARAMA
IC 

A
ram

aic is fi
rst attested fr

om
 about 9

0
0

 BCE, around the sam
e 

tim
e as H

ebrew
. T

his m
akes A

ram
aic and H

ebrew
 the Sem

itic 
languages w

ith the longest attested histories (about three thou
sand years). Y

et unlike H
ebrew

, A
ram

aic has never ceased to be 
a living, spoken language. D

uring the nearly three m
illennia of 

its attestation, A
ram

aic can be divided into a large num
ber of 

dialects, 
both 

chronologically 
and 

geographically. 
T

here 
are 

various schem
es for dividing A

ram
aic into chronological peri

ods, but a w
idely accepted one is the follow

ing: 

O
ld A

ram
aic 

Im
perial A

ram
aic 

M
iddle A

ram
aic 

Late A
ram

aic 
N

 eo-A
ram

aic (or M
odern A

ram
aic) 

(ea.
 9

0
0

-7
0

0
 BCE) 

(ea.
 7

0
0

-20
0

 BCE) 
(ea.

 200 BCE-20
0

 CE) 
(ea.

 2
0

0
-7

0
0

 CE) 
(until the present) 

A
s an em

endation to this popular
 schem

e, it is useful and m
ore 

accurate to divide the Im
perial A

ram
aic period into tw

o: E
arly 

Im
perial A

ram
aic (ea.

 7
0

0
-5

5
0

 BCE) and Im
perial A

ram
aic (ea.

 
5

5
0

-20
0

 BeE). Im
perial A

ram
aic (also called O

fficial, C
lassical, 

Standar
d, or A

chaem
enid A

ram
aic) becam

e the lingu
a fr

an
ca of 

the N
ear E

ast (prom
oted by the A

ssyrian, B
abylonian, and P

er
sian em

pires), and rem
ained w

idespread even during the H
elle

nistic and R
om

an periods. U
se of A

ram
aic began to decline only 

w
ith the spread of Islam

 in the 7th century CEo 
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D
iscussion of A

ram
aic dialects can often be confused by the 

fact that there are several term
s that refer to corpora containing 

m
ore than one A

ram
aic dialect (e.g., B

iblical A
ram

aic, T
argum

ic 
A

ram
aic, T

alm
udic A

ram
aic, and Q

um
ran A

ram
aic), as w

ell as 
term

s w
hich refer to a corpus w

ithin a dialect (e.g., E
gyptian 

A
ram

aic w
ithin Im

perial A
ram

aic). For exam
ple, B

iblical A
ra

m
aic refers to the A

ram
aic of the books of E

zra and D
aniel (as 

w
ell as a handful of w

ords elsew
here in the B

ible). Y
et the A

ra
m

aic of E
zra is a type of Im

perial A
ram

aic (dating from
 the 5th 

century BCE), w
hile that of D

aniel is a type of M
iddle A

ram
aic 

(dating from
 the 2nd century BCE). 

A
lready in the O

ld A
ram

aic period there is evidence of 
geographic dialect diff

erences, but it is not until the end of the 
M

iddle 
A

ram
aic 

period 
that 

such 
differences 

fully 
m

anifest 
them

selves in the records. A
t this tim

e, a clear distinction be
tw

een w
estern (Palestinian and N

abatean) and eastern
 (Syrian 

and M
esopotam

ian) dialects becom
es evident. 

By the Late A
ram

aic period several very im
portant A

ram
aic 

literary traditions developed, and the dialect differences becom
e 

even 
m

ore 
apparent. 

Syriac, 
originally 

the 
dialect 

of E
dessa 

(now
 �anlIurfa [or U

rfa], in southeastern
 T

urkey), becam
e the 

m
ain liturgical language of C

hristianity in the Fertile C
rescent, 

and is by far the best-attested A
ram

aic dialect. T
o the w

est w
e 

find Jew
ish P

alestinian A
ram

aic (the language of the P
alestinian 

T
alm

ud and T
argum

s), C
hristian Palestinian A

ram
aic, and Sa

m
aritan A

ram
aic. T

o the east of Syriac territory are found the 
closely related Jew

ish B
abylonian A

ram
aic (the language of the 

B
abylonian T

alm
ud) and M

andaic. Syriac rem
ains a liturgical 

language am
ong som

e eastern
 churches. T

he various Jew
ish dia

lects of A
ram

aic continue to be w
idely read by learn

ed Jew
s, 

thanks to its use in the biblical books of E
zra and D

aniel, the 
tw

o T
alm

uds, and several other com
positions im

portant to the 
Jew

ish religion. 
T

he A
ram

aic language 
has developed into 

a num
ber of 

m
odern dialects, collectively know

n as N
eo-A

ram
aic. M

any of 
these N

eo-A
ram

aic dialects are unquestionably distinct enough 
to be called languages. N

eo-A
ram

aic has traditionally been spo
ken in a noncontiguous area covering parts of Syria, southeast· 
em

 T
urkey, northern Iraq, and northw

estern
 and southw

estern 
Iran, m

ainly by Jew
ish and C

hristian com
m

unities. H
ow

ever, as 
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a result of the great political upheavals of the 20th century 
(m

ost notably, W
orld W

ar I, the establishm
ent of the State of 

Israel, 
and the aggression of Saddam

 H
ussein), m

any, if not 
m

ost, N
eo-A

ram
aic speakers have been displaced fr

om
 these 

areas. N
early all Jew

ish N
eo-A

ram
aic speakers have m

oved to 
Israel or the U

nited States since 1948, and m
any C

hristians have 
also em

igrated (to the U
nited States, E

urope, or A
ustralia), or at 

least have m
oved to larger, A

rabic-speaking cities. 
T

he split betw
een eastern and w

estern
 dialects that is seen 

already in the M
iddle and Late A

ram
aic periods has survived 

into the present, though none of the m
odern languages is the 

direct descendent of any recorded ancient dial
ect. In the m

odern
 

rem
nan

t of the w
estern

 branch, know
n as W

estern
 N

eo-A
ram

aic 
there survive only three closely related dialects, spoken in th� 
Syrian villages of M

a'lula, B
ax'a, an

d Jubb'adin, located about 
thirty-flve m

iles northeast of D
am

ascus. T
he rest of the m

odern 
languages, those of the E

astern
 N

eo-A
ram

aic branch, can be fu
r

ther divided into three subgroups: C
entral Eastern N

eo-A
ram

aic 
(C

E
N

A
), N

ortheastern
 N

eo-A
ram

aic (N
EN

A
), and N

eo-M
andaic. 

Late A
ram

aic D
ialects 

W
estern N

eo-A
ram

aic �c
 

C
EN

A
 

N
EN

A
 

N
eo-M

andaic 

T
he 

C
entral 

Eastern
 

N
eo-A

ram
aic 

branch 
includes just 

T
uroyo and the closely related, but nearly extinct, dialect of 

M
laJ:>.

so. T
uroyo is one of the m

ost thriving of the N
eo-A

ram
aic 

languages, both in its native territory (the T
ur A

bdin region of 
southeastern T

urkey) and abroad. In
 Sw

eden and in G
erm

any, a 
handful of books in T

uroyo have been published in recent years 
(in both R

om
an and Syriac scripts). N

eo-M
andaic is the highly 

endangered, 
m

odern reflex of M
andaic, 

the language 
of the 

M
andean religion and its follow

ers. Its speakers, living m
ainly in 

Iran, num
ber only in the low

 hundreds. 
T

he 
N

ortheastern
 

N
eo-A

ram
aic 

subgroup 
includes 

ap
proxim

ately 150 different dialects, m
any of w

hich are m
utually 
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unintelligible. 
T

hey 
are 

traditionally 
spoken 

in 
the 

loosely
defined region know

n as K
urdistan. A

 num
ber of the N

EN
A

 dia
lects have been w

ell studied in recent years, but m
any m

ore 
have yet to be investigated fully. O

ne interesting fact about the 
N

E
N

A
 languages is that dialect grouping is in m

any cases based 
on religious affiliation, rather than geographic location. So, for 
exam

ple, the Jew
ish N

eo-A
ram

aic dialect of one tow
n m

ay be 
incom

prehensible to the C
hristian N

eo-A
ram

aic speakers of the 
sam

e tow
n, but not to Jew

ish speakers of another village. Such a 
state of affairs is som

ew
hat analogous to the situation of A

frican 
A

m
erican V

ernacular English, w
hich defies the traditional geo

graphical 
dialect boundaries 

of the 
U

nited States. 
T

he N
eo

A
ram

aic languages, in particular those of the N
EN

A
 group, have 

been heavily infl
uenced by neighboring non-Sem

itic languages 
(especially K

urdish and T
urkish), 

and therefore are in m
any 

w
ays quite divergent fr

om
 classical varieties of A

ram
aic. 


