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This special issue of the Journal of Jewish Languages commemorates the
fiftieth yortsayt1 of Uriel Weinreich (1926–1967), a pioneering scholar of language contact, language change, and the Yiddish language. In linguistics,
Weinreich is best remembered as the author of the highly influential monograph Languages in Contact and a co-author, together with his doctoral students
William Labov and Marvin I. Herzog, of the 1968 essay “Empirical Foundations
for a Theory of Language Change,” which laid the groundwork for a unified
approach to diachronic and synchronic variation. In Yiddish, Weinreich is best
remembered as the author of the introductory textbook College Yiddish, the
compiler of the Modern English-Yiddish Yiddish-English Dictionary, the founding editor of the Field of Yiddish, and the initiator and director of the Language
and Culture Atlas of Ashkenazic Jewry.
Weinreich’s numerous and varied contributions to scholarship—including
articles, monographs, and edited volumes on topics ranging from formal semantics to folklore—are especially impressive considering the brevity of his
career: tragically, Weinreich died from cancer at the age of forty, only sixteen
years after completing his doctoral dissertation. The enormity of the loss—
not only to his family and colleagues, but also to the fields of linguistics and
Yiddish studies—is difficult to comprehend without careful consideration of

* 	I would like to acknowledge Brian D. Joseph, the senior co-guest editor of this special issue,
for his assistance at every stage of the planning and editing process. I would also like to thank
Sarah Bunin Benor and Ofra Tirosh-Becker, the editors of the Journal of Jewish Languages, for
their encouragement and editorial expertise. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the 2017 meeting of the North American Association for the History of the Language
Sciences in Austin, Texas.
1 	Yiddish, ‘anniversary of a death.’
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Weinreich’s achievements and the role he played in shaping the priorities and
methodologies of his disciplines.
Uriel Weinreich was born on May 23, 1926, in Vilna, Poland (today the capital of Lithuania). Known as Yerusholaim-deLite ‘Jerusalem of Lithuania’ due to
its long association with rabbinic scholarship, Vilna was also an important center of the Jewish Enlightenment and later became a hub for Jewish nationalist political activity. Uriel’s maternal grandfather was the celebrity doctor and
community leader Tsemakh Shabad, and his father was the philologist Max
Weinreich, who was instrumental in founding the YIVO–Yiddish Scientific
Institute, a major research center for the study of Eastern European Jewish society and the de facto Yiddish language academy. Max Weinreich also authored
the still-definitive four-volume Geshikhte fun der yidisher shprakh (1973), an unprecedented achievement in Yiddish historical linguistics (fully translated into
English as History of the Yiddish Language in 2008).
The story of how the Weinreichs came to the United States is the stuff of
legend. A renowned scholar in Vilna, Max was invited to deliver a presentation about Yiddish at the Fifth International Congress of Linguists, scheduled
to take place in Brussels from August 28 to September 2, 1939. He and his wife
Regina decided to bring their thirteen-year-old son Uriel to the conference,
who was evidently being groomed to become a linguist. The Weinreichs were
en route in Copenhagen when news broke that the Germans and Soviets had
signed a pact of nonaggression. Regina returned to Vilna to take care of Uriel’s
younger brother Gabriel, who had been left in the care of his grandmother, and
Max and Uriel remained in Denmark. The Germans invaded Poland one week
later, and the conference in Brussels was cancelled. Max secured permission
to stay with Uriel in Denmark for about six months, when the YIVO’s New York
office arranged for their temporary visas to the United States. The two would
be reunited with Regina and Gabriel in New York, where the family resettled
permanently (Weiser 2013: 237–238, 244).
The YIVO library that Max Weinreich was so instrumental in reestablishing
and reinvigorating in New York now houses Uriel Weinreich’s own personal
archive (RG 552). The collection contains a number of grant applications, CVs,
drafts of papers read at meetings of the Linguistic Society of America, and other
academic memorabilia that offer a glimpse into his intellectual development
as a linguist and Yiddishist. The discussion that follows draws heavily upon
these documents, especially his personal statements and correspondence with
other leading linguists.
Uriel Weinreich began his undergraduate studies at City College in February
1943, but he received a scholarship that allowed him to transfer to Columbia
University later that year. During his first two years of college, Weinreich also
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participated in a series of seminars in Jewish social science at the YIVO, and
this experience culminated in his first academic publications, all of them in
Yiddish; the topics included a comparative analysis of Yiddish translations of
the “Star-Spangled Banner” and a study of language maintenance in Wales.
His education was interrupted in August 1944, when he was drafted into the
U.S. army; he left active duty as a first lieutenant in December 1946, after having served as an intelligence officer and interpreter in Germany, Romania,
and Greece. He returned to New York and immediately resumed his studies at
Columbia.
As a junior, Weinreich enrolled in his first courses in general linguistics
with André Martinet and Slavic linguistics with Roman Jakobson. These two
figures had a profound influence on the research topics Weinreich would soon
pursue as a graduate student; as he himself wrote: “It was from Martinet that
I learned the essentials of descriptive analysis of language and the fruitful possibilities of extending structural methods of work in the diachronic dimension. Through Jakobson I became particularly absorbed in the interrelations
between language history and culture history” (RG 552, folder 433, personal
statement ca. 1965). In December 1947, Weinreich was inducted into Phi Beta
Kappa and, three months later, received his Bachelor’s with honors. During this
third (and final) year of undergraduate study, the 22-year-old somehow managed to produce the 400-page textbook College Yiddish, which was published
in 1949 with a preface by Roman Jakobson. It may still be the most widely-used
textbook in university-level Yiddish classes.
Weinreich’s graduate career in Columbia’s Department of Linguistics
began immediately after his undergraduate career ended. His Master’s thesis,
“Present-Day Approaches to the Study of Bilingualism,” introduced a number of theoretical issues that would become foundational in his dissertation
and subsequent monograph Languages in Contact, most notably the formulation of “bilingualism as a problem of the individual” as well as “a problem
of a language community.” In these works, Weinreich argued cogently against
the then-widespread view that the influence of one language on another (i.e.,
“linguistic interference”) is determined primarily by the degree of structural
similarity between the two languages. In order to thoroughly investigate the
effects of language contact, linguists must also consider a variety of social factors that affect the use of the different languages by bilingual individuals and
their communities, including the relative social status (or prestige) of each
language, the domains in which the languages are used, and speakers’ relative levels of proficiency. He illustrated these principles through carefully selected examples from his dissertation fieldwork in Switzerland, as well as from
the multilingual European Jewish milieu in which he was raised. These ideas
Journal of Jewish Languages 5 (2017) 131–143
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Figure 1

Uriel and Bina Weinreich skiing, presumably during dissertation year in
Switzerland
Photo courtesy of Don Weinreich.

have since become axiomatic in the study of language contact, and research
on various subtopics—including code-switching, language maintenance and
shift, and the development of pidgins and creoles—flourished in the ensuing
decades (see Kim 2011 and Kim & Labov 2011 for a fuller discussion).
Weinreich’s habit of undertaking ambitious writing projects while also
engaged in university studies—what might today be called academic multitasking—did not end with the publication of College Yiddish. In his (successful) application for a dissertation fellowship from the American Council of
Learned Societies in 1949, we discover that Weinreich was “engaged in compiling a Yiddish-English and English-Yiddish school dictionary, which will be
ready for the press in the summer of 1949” (RG 552, folder 433). In a CV from
1952, the bilingual school dictionary is listed under the category “Ready for
Publication,” and in a personal statement (ca. 1965) he reiterates:
During the same period [the Master’s degree from 1948 to 1949] I worked
on the compilation of a Yiddish and English school dictionary (about
16,000 words in each part). Unfortunately, the Jewish Teachers’ Committee
Journal of Jewish Languages 5 (2017) 131–143
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on Pedagogical Research and Publication, which had commissioned the
work, dissolved before it could be published. The manuscript has been
ready since 1949, but because of the costs involved in the complex typography, I have not been able to find a publisher for it (RG 552, folder 433).
The final product of his lexicographic efforts, the Modern English-Yiddish
Yiddish-English Dictionary, would not be released until 1968. The YIVO notes in
its foreword to the dictionary (xi) that Weinreich spent the final days of his life
checking the publisher’s proofs.
After filing his dissertation in 1951, Dr. Weinreich spent a year working
as a multilingual editor for the U.S. State Department. He began teaching
at Columbia in 1952 and earned an appointment as an Assistant Professor
of Linguistics in 1953, where he quickly rose through the ranks (Associate
Professor in 1956; chair of the Linguistics department from 1957 to 1965; Atran
Professor of Yiddish Language, Literature, and Culture from 1960). Weinreich
became a leading figure in the intellectual life of his department and the
broader scholarly community of New York City. He was an editor of Word, the
journal of the Linguistic Circle of New York, from 1953 to 1960. He also held visiting professorships at the University of Michigan and the Hebrew University
of Jerusalem, and he spent a year at the Center for Advanced Study in the
Behavioral Sciences at Stanford, where he worked intensively on updates to
his dictionary.
At the time of his death on March 30, 1967, Uriel Weinreich was engaged
in a number of major research projects (see Herzog 1967 for his bibliography
to that point). With financial backing from the National Science Foundation,
Weinreich was working on a reader in the history of linguistics from Pāṇini
through the early 1800s. He was also working on several articles in semantic theory, which were eventually published as a book-length compilation thanks to
the efforts of William Labov and Weinreich’s widow, Beatrice (Bina) Silverman
Weinreich, herself a trained Jewish folklorist. Finally, Weinreich devoted considerable time and energy to laying the theoretical foundations for research on
dialectology in multilingual areas (see, e.g., Weinreich 1963) and implemented
many of those ideas in the Language and Culture Atlas of Ashkenazic Jewry, a
major survey of Yiddish dialects supported by a Guggenheim Fellowship and
grants from the NSF and the National Institute of Mental Health. Although the
work involved a team of researchers, Weinreich’s primary collaborator was his
doctoral student Marvin I. Herzog, who assumed responsibility for the project
in the decades to come.
The sociologist of language Joshua A. Fishman has argued that Weinreich’s
work in semantic theory deserves to be better known among sociolinguists,
Journal of Jewish Languages 5 (2017) 131–143
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Figure 2

Uriel Weinreich with son, Don, feeding ducks in Palo
Alto, 1966
Photo courtesy of Don Weinreich.

in part because “it appeared on the scene when ‘Uriel Weinreich’ was already
a name to conjure with and when the basically antisociolinguistic thrust of
the Chomskyan revolution was still at full throttle” (Fishman 1997:308). Given
these remarks, it is interesting to note that Weinreich himself did not see the
dichotomy between sociolinguistics and generative linguistics as necessary,
and certainly not fruitful. In one personal statement (ca. 1965) he writes:
The years since 1952, when I joined the faculty of Columbia University,
have been very happy ones for me—above all because of the opportunity
they have afforded for continuing to learn. The contact with a first-rate
faculty and excellent advanced students has been most stimulating, and
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I have had access to superb libraries and an unending pool of informants.
My teaching—in Yiddish as well as in general linguistics—has included
a new course almost every year and has been productive of articles and
reviews in various fields. My co-editionship [sic.] of Word, the journal
of the Linguistic Circle of New York, from 1953 to 1960 gave me valuable
training in scholarly editing and criticism. But the greatest single intellectual influence on me in these years has been from Noam Chomsky of
MIT. The rejuvenation of linguistics which he has almost single-handedly actuated in a brief period has been profoundly congenial to my
previous outlook as well as stimulating for the exploration of new paths
(RG 552, folder 433).
Weinreich maintained a close professional relationship with Chomsky
throughout his career. He invited Chomsky to teach a seminar and deliver lectures at Columbia. In his introductory remarks to one lecture, Weinreich pronounced, “We have never been the same since Syntactic Structures appeared in
1957, and since Noam Chomsky taught a course here in 1957–1958. Though we
cling to legitimate interests other than grammatical theory, there are not many
things that any of us are working on which have escaped the influence of those
ideas, once colorless and now so green, which have been awakened from their
furious sleep by our speaker of this evening.”2 The two linguists solicited each
other’s advice on drafts of manuscripts, including one of Weinreich’s papers
on semantics and Chomsky’s Aspects of the Theory of Syntax. Chomsky also
agreed to write Weinreich a letter of recommendation for a grant from the NSF,
affirming that “this will be one of the easy ones” (RG 552, folder 21, letter dated
September 30, 1964).
At the same time, Weinreich was keenly aware that language could not be
understood outside of its social context—a theme that he emphasized in all of
his work on language contact and dialectology (e.g., Weinreich 1954a, Weinreich
1958). “Systematicity in heterogenous language” is listed as Weinreich’s top research interest on his 1965 CV and can be considered a unifying theme in most
of his later publications. His single most coherent and impactful statement
on the topic was made in “Empirical Foundations for a Theory of Language
Change,” a paper delivered in 1966 at a symposium on historical linguistics at
the University of Texas and co-authored with his advisees Labov and Herzog
2 	This is a playful reference to the syntactically well-formed but semantically nonsensical sentence from Chomsky’s Syntactic Structures (1957), “Colorless green ideas sleep furiously” (RG
552, folder 21; dated March 5, 1963).
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(who, it should be noted, were both born in 1927 and were therefore Weinreich’s
contemporaries in terms of age if not academic seniority). The paper provided
the first rigorous attempt to formulate a modern theory of language change
rooted in the empirical study of synchronic variation, arguing that the same
social and linguistic factors that condition linguistic variation today also account for historical change. The paper is widely regarded as the founding document for the field that would be known as variationist sociolinguistics, most
directly associated with the quantitative analysis of Labov. In a letter to Noam
Chomsky later that year, Weinreich indicated how proud he was of the joint
paper:
It still needs a good deal of revising, but it’s something I’ve wanted to
get off my chest for some time. I also wanted to do my part in putting
Labov’s significant work into the mainstream of linguistic discussion.
Not that he needs much help—he is a brilliant, coherent theoretician, a
virtuoso practitioner, and an effective, devoted teacher. I hope his book
[The Social Stratification of English in New York City], which is due this
week, will be immediately appreciated as the epoch-making work that
I think it is. In originality and fecundity I rank it on a level with Saussure’s
Mémoire, Verner’s “law,” Saussure’s Cours, and with Syntactic Structures.
I hope you get to know and appreciate Labov this summer; it’s worth it
(RG 552, folder 21; letter dated June 6, 1966).
Weinreich expressed his enthusiasm for Labov’s research in similar terms two
years earlier, in a letter of recommendation for a Columbia dissertation prize.
Like the letter to Chomsky, the recommendation is highly revelatory of Weinreich’s prophetic vision for the future of the discipline:
Homogeneity of the language under analysis has been a fundamental requirement of all scientific linguistics; where this condition was not empirically met, it had to be adopted as an operational fiction. Consequently,
our understanding of language as an ordered structure has been achieved
at the expense of a completely atomistic, anti-structural conception of
the speech community. The objects of linguistic description progressively lost in significance as they narrowed down from languages to dialects
to “idiolects” and even lower, to “styles.” Dr. Labov has now turned the
whole enterprise on its head by demonstrating that the greater order is
found not in the speech of an individual, but in the differentiated language system of a community … Dr. Labov’s work ends an epoch of about
ninety years of abortive pursuit and arbitrary stipulation of homogeneity.
Journal of Jewish Languages 5 (2017) 131–143
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The program of empirical research which becomes urgently necessary
in response to Dr. Labov’s challenge is still difficult to foresee, but there is
little doubt that a whole spate of studies will follow in his tracks. The theoretical implications for the theory of linguistic structure and language
change are of a revolutionary character. In sum, I believe that this is one
of those rare cases where the [a]ward would be more honored by being
granted to a particular dissertation than the dissertation would gain by
receiving the award (RG 552, folder 52, letter dated May 28, 1964).
The praise that Weinreich offered for the contributions of his less senior colleagues did not go unreciprocated, as linguist Yakov Malkiel correctly predicted in an obituary published in Romance Philology:
Many talented students of [Weinreich’s], who feel beholden to his research, teaching, and personal guidance, will in years to come reach the
pinnacles of their careers and will undoubtedly, through the dedication of
their books and through other appropriate acknowledgements, publicly
and privately affirm their continued allegiance to him (Malkiel 1968:128).
Indeed, William Labov dedicated Sociolinguistic Patterns (1972) as well as all
three volumes of his Principles of Linguistic Change (1994–2010) to his advisor.
In the preface to the 2006 edition of his Social Stratification of English in NYC,
Labov acknowledges Weinreich’s influence as follows:
Reading over his unpublished papers, I found an outline for the study of
the New York City speech community that anticipated my earliest notes
for the project. I find it very hard to say where his influence is to be found,
since it has merged so deeply with my own approach to language, so I
must assume that it is everywhere (Labov 2006:xii).
As this article has shown, Weinreich was unusually sensitive to the developments taking place within the discipline during some of its most turbulent
and exciting times. He had a clear vision for the future of his field—one in
which he had every intention of participating. A complete assessment of his
impact on the development of linguistics and Yiddish studies would require a
more detailed analysis than could be presented here. Absent here is a discussion of the professional and/or personal relationships that Weinreich maintained with other key linguists and Yiddishists, including Morris Halle, Joshua
Fishman, Dell Hymes, Einar Haugen, Mordkhe Schaechter, Khone Shmeruk,
Benjamin Harshav, and of course, his father, Max Weinreich. Also absent is a
Journal of Jewish Languages 5 (2017) 131–143
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discussion of Weinreich’s fraught relationship with German scholars, whose
written requests for advice or collaboration were met with a form letter requesting that they reply with “a summary of [their] political activities in the
years 1933–1945, with special reference to membership in Nazi organizations
and to participation in the German war against the Jews” (see also Peltz 2013;
M. Weinreich 1946). For Weinreich, scholarship always needed to be socially
informed as well as socially responsible and, like language, was always to be
seen as embedded in a social structure.
The original research articles that appear in this special issue highlight
the ways that Weinreich’s influence is still felt today, especially in research on
Jewish language varieties. Burdin applies the quantitative methodology of
variationist sociolinguistics to the study of a Yiddish intonational contour, the
so-called “rise-fall”—a feature initially described by Weinreich in 1956. While
Weinreich predicted that the rise-fall was in decline in Yiddish but on the rise
in colloquial American English, Burdin demonstrates that Yiddish-English bilinguals living in Ohio are still sensitive to the distinctive Yiddish “flavor” of the
contour: the rise-fall is not only more pronounced in Yiddish than in English,
but it is also used more frequently in “culturally intimate” social contexts (e.g.,
Yiddish club meetings) than in other kinds of interactions. Turning to a different culturally intimate context—the Yiddish classroom—Avineri applies
the tools of discourse analysis to demonstrate that the process of language
learning is deeply connected to socialization into a system of language ideologies: the classroom is a site where students and instructors express “contested
stance” towards Hebrew, German, and Standard Yiddish, and the circulation of
these ideologies helps to define membership in a secular “metalinguistic community” of students and language enthusiasts.
This special issue also includes two research articles on historical linguistics, with an emphasis on Jewish language contact and bilingual dialectology.
Glasser analyzes the development of Southeastern Yiddish phonology, addressing questions that Uriel Weinreich posed in his own dialectological research on mergers and sound shifts. Focusing on the loss of phonemic vowel
length and the rise of a contrast between /i/ and /ɪ/, Glasser contends that some
of the sound changes most debated in the field of Yiddish historical linguistics
are best understood as language-internal developments, rather than interference effects from coterritorial languages. This finding is, of course, not intended to diminish the role of external factors in explaining other diverse language
change phenomena. Bunis presents an in-depth study of the South Slavic
influence on the lexicon of Judezmo (Ottoman Judeo-Spanish) between the
sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, a period when the influence of Turkish on
Judezmo was considerably greater (as was the influence of Slavic on Yiddish, in
Journal of Jewish Languages 5 (2017) 131–143
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other parts of Europe). In his analysis of South Slavic-Judezmo contact, Bunis
responds directly to the challenge Weinreich poses in Languages in Contact,
namely, that linguists consider the full variety and intensity of social factors in
shaping the linguistic outcomes of contact.
In addition to the research articles described above, this special issue also
includes a new personal reflection by William Labov on the diverse contributions of his advisor, mentor, and colleague, Uriel Weinreich. Labov offers a
unique glimpse into the origins of the influential essay “Empirical Foundations
for a Theory of Language Change” (Weinreich, Labov & Herzog 1968), as well as
an update on how sociolinguists have responded to the essential problems of
linguistic change outlined in that essay.
Uriel Weinreich’s work transcended national, linguistic, and historical
boundaries. We hope that now, fifty years after Weinreich’s passing, this special
issue of the Journal of Jewish Languages will inspire linguists to return to his
publications (and those of his students and students’ students) and consider
the ways that we are indebted to him for articulating so many of the problems
still at the core of both general and Jewish linguistic inquiry.

Figure 3

Uriel Weinreich
Photo courtesy of Don Weinreich.
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