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Notes on the Semitic Component Vocalic Diaphonemes of

Modern Yiddish Dialects Belative to the Proposed

Proto System

i B8 Internal reconstruction can establish that a Semitic
Component (SC) form has been processed by Closed Syllable
Shortening (CSS) only where the dialects of the modern
language exhibit open vs. closed syllabic allomorphs. Cf.
e.g. Dutch Yiddish (DY) meiﬁsem 'corpses' vs. sg. mes,

kndgsem '(monetary) fines' vs. sg. knds, Soupxst

'ritual slaughterer' vs. pl. Soxitsm || Central Yiddish

(CY) may$sem vs. mes, knugsem vs. knds, Soy$xst vs.

Sox3tem || Northeastern Yiddish (NEY) mey$sim vs, mes,

knodsim vs. knas, Sey$xet vs. Soxstim.

24 Long vowel reflexes in nonalternating forms derive
unambiguously from long protovowels? It is, however,
impossible to determine by means of internal reconstruction
whether nonalternating short vowel reflexes in the SC

(a) derive from short protovowels, or (b) derive from

long protovowels processed by CSS. DY, CY, NEY ef8sr
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'maybe', tel 'shambles, ruin' may derive from Proto
Yiddish (PY) ¥t or PY #g processed by CSS; DY, CY

difke 'necessarily', y8m 'sea' || NEY dafks, yam

may derive from PY *a or PY *5 processed by CSS;

DY, CY, NEY xoxme 'wisdom', xok 'law' may derive

from PY *3 or PY *35 processed by CSS. In as much as

these forms do not alternate with open syllabic

allomorphs (as do the forms cited in §1), the closed syllable
SC neutralizations of the oppositions of the reflexes

of PY *e vs, ¥e, *5 ves, *a, %0 vss *¥ (in favor of

the shorter, lower and more open vowel in each pair)

have rendered vowels processed by CSS indistinguishable

from originally short vowelé.3

3 The history of nonalternating short vowel
reflexes can be determined through comparison with
Tiberian cognates. Tiberian short vowels (a cover
term including the hatef or "ultrashort" vowels as well
as the normal grade vowels) give unitary reflexes in
modern Yiddish dialects regardless of syllable type
(with the exception of Tiberian segol [e] which was
lengthened-raised in stressed open syllables in all

Yiddish dialects except NEY). Cf. below Table I,
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nos, 6-10, Tiberian long vowels, however, each give
two distinet Yiddish reflexes. In open syllables,
Yiddish reflexes of Tiberian long vowels are long or
diphthongized vowels whereas in closed syllables

they are processed by CSS resulting (a) in neutralization
of the *g—%g, ¥3——%a, and *o—*5 oppositions and
(b) merger of original *¥g, *a and *J with *g¢ < *g,

¥a < #3 and #*3 < ¥p. Cf. below Table I, nos. 1-5.
Wherever DY, CY, NEY ¢ is cognate to Tiberian g or §,
it derives from PY *¢; where DY, CY, NEY g is cognate
to Tiberian g, it derives from PY #& processed by CSS.
Wherever DY, CY & || NEY a is cognate to Tiberian a or
&, it derives from PY *a; where DY, CY & || NEY a

is cognate to Tiberian i, it derives from PY #*3
processed by CSS. Analogously, wherever DY, CY, NEY
2 is cognate to Tiberian 5, it derives from PY *3;
where DY, CY, NEY 3 is cognate to Tiberian g, it

derives from PY *0 processed by css.?

4, While the number of phonetic values posited as
protovowels remains ten, the protovowel inventory is
increased to fifteen as a consequence of the
differentiation between originally short vowels on
the one hand and originally long vowels processed by
CSS on the other. Where modern dialects of Yiddish
exhibit vocalic alternations engendered by syllable

boundary features open vs. closed, this differentiation
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is determined through evidence gleaned from Yiddish (§1)
although Tiberian cognates contribute corroborating
evidence (§3). In the absence of alternations, no
evidence is provided by modern Yiddish dialects

(§2) and the differentiation between originally short
vowels and originally long vowels processed by CSS

must rely on Tiberian cognates (§3). Similarly,
reliance on Tiberian cognate forms is paramount in

the case of the PY high vowels (¥*I, *I, *G@,*l)

where alternations that may have been are at times
analogically leveled (and totally obscured in NEY

where vocalic length is not distinctive). Nevertheless,
there are enough vestiges of CSS to establish that they
too were processed by CSS —— cf. e.g. dignem 'laws'® vs.
sg. din (in the speech of some speakers of CY) and

xu$Sem 'senses' vs. sg. x88 (in DY).

5e The protovowels of the SC constitute three series: >
(a) long vowels (marked by subecript 1)
(b) short vowels (marked by subscript 2)
{c) originally long vowels processed by CSS (marked
by subscript 3).

The fifteen protovowels and their expected reflexes in



Page 5

Dutch Yiddish (DY), Alsatian Yiddish (AY), Swiss
Horsedealer's Yiddish (SHY), Central Yiddish (CY),

Southeastern Yiddish (SEY) and Northeastern Yiddish
(NEY) are provided in Table II 5 An

illustrative

SC corpus is provided for each protovowel.
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NOTES

1. Our transcriptions are based on
versions of the stressed vowel systems of

Central Yiddish and Northeastern Yiddish:

the following
Dutch Yiddish,

i il
1 i1 u
e ¥ =
ey 3 o ou
& a
g
I Y U il
£ o
[> 2 Q¥
a4 B 4ay
NEY:
i u
ey
€ 2 2y
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2 The reconstructed protosystem of the Semitic

Component vocalism yields ten vowel phonemes:

*1 *Y *U #0
*3 *0
*g #*5 *5
xa
Dea The effects of these neutralizations in the modern

language are manifest in the reduced inventory of SC vowels
in closed syllables in all Yiddish dialects., Thus, DY

£y, O, 2u, CY ay, u ~ U, 2y, and NEY ey do not oceur

in closed syllables (except as anomalies), Only one

vowel phoneme (ey) is restricted to open syllables in NEY
as the mergers of PY (SC) *3 with *3 (as unitary 2) and

of *5 with *g (as unitary ey) have obscured two of the
three neutralizations. In other dialects, all three

neutralizations remain synchronically transparent.

L, Qur transcriptions of Tiberian vowels follow
the phonetic symbols posited by Schramm (1964: 29) but
the phonological system recognized by the classical
gram;arians (e.g. Qimhi in Chomsky 1952: 12-13;
Gesenius 1910: 40-54),
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5. This numbering system methodologically follows

M. Weinreich's (1960; 1?73: II, 321-382) scheme of

vocalism. There are, however, at least three

substantive differences between M. Weinreich's

system and the proposed one:

(a) The proposed system relates to the Semitic
Component only, on the basis of phonological
differentiation between components, even where complete
phonetic leveling has occurred.

(b) Closed Syllable Shortening (rather than
lengthening in unchecked syllables) is posited in the
proposed system.

(c) The proposed system is not designed to

function as a systematization of synchronic correspondences.
Thus, whefever splits can be predicted by phonological
environment, both modern vowels are derived from a single
protovowel in our protosystem. Thus the lengthening-raising-
closing of PY (SC) *e to DY, CY & 1is completely predictable:
in stressed open syllables (in Tiberian). Tiberian e
(corresponding to PY (SC) *e) was raised in these dialects;
in all other positions, it remained €. In M. Weinreich's
system, these vowels are differentiated (E, vs. E5) because
the split has resulted in two diaphonemes in the modern

language.
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6. Sources for DY forms are Beem (1970; 1975) and
& number of personal communications from Beem

for which we are most thankful; Alsatian Yiddish voecalism
after Zivy (1966) and (mostly) Zuckerman (1969); Swiss
Horsedealer's Yiddish after Guggenheim-Griinberg (1954).
Notwithstanding the small corpus, Guggenheim-Grinberg!'s
SHY transcriptions are priceless for the historical
phonology of the SC —— the SC in SHY exhibits reflexes

of PY vowels (which are paradigmatic relative to the
established dialect areas), not "Hebrew words"

incorporated for purposes of trade-jargon,
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