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Language Mix and Multilingualism in Ancient Palestine:
Literary and Inscriptional Evidence

Ancient Jewish society was widely and deeply marked by multilingualism, the three 

primary languages used in a variety of domains and for a variety of functions having been 

Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek.  Choosing which language to use in which domain and for 

which function, and being able to switch between them as appropriate, was a practice for 

which we have large bodies of evidence of literary, documentary, and inscriptional kinds.  

The implications of such language choices were both practical and symbolic, realistic as 

well as ideological.  They were critical for the shaping and maintaining of Jewish identity 

as lived in close contact with foreign cultures and their languages, whether in the Land of 

Israel or in the diasporas.  Against this broad canvass we shall first survey the theme of 

multilingualism, including views of Hebrew in relation to other languages, as widely 

expressed within early rabbinic literature.  We shall then look at the practice of 

multilingual language choice with respect mainly to the interrelation between Hebrew and 

Aramaic within the Land of Israel during Roman times, comparing the picture that 

emerges from rabbinic literary sources, on the one hand, with that of the documentary 

and inscriptional evidence, on the other.  In both sets of data, we shall consider patterns 

of linguistic interpenetration, internal translation, and linguistic code-switching.  The 

picture that emerges will be notable for its degree of consistency across modes and 

media, as for its dynamic variability.
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