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1.   	Introduction
When the Roman Empire carried Latin into the Near East, as surely as the Romans met the locals, Latin met Aramaic. Scholars appear to gloss over Latin’s linguistic impact in the area, focusing on both Aramaic and Latin’s relationship with Greek rather than each other; but considering the duration of contact between Rome and the East, Syria being a consular province by 58 BCE and the Roman period lasting into the third century CE, there must have been language contact.[footnoteRef:1] Languages do not act like oil and water and so one can expect various degrees of linguistic mixing in language contact environments. However, the direction of mixing is often one-sided, determined by the dominant language, but the classification of which language is the dominant language depends on external factors. Latin was the language of the East’s rulers, yet Aramaic was native and more widely spoken. Did one language act as the dominant language? [1:  Fergus Millar, The Roman Near East, 31 BC-AD 337 (Harvard University Press, 1993), 27, 488.] 

	Identifying Latin as the dominant language within its relationship with Aramaic pushes against the idea that the language contact between the groups was not worth considering. Written evidence is valuable for investigating language contact, as papyri, epigraphs, and inscriptions are tangible representations of language. Scholarship providing linguistic analyses of said written evidence additionally allows for more in-depth identification of Latin’s influence when both the analyses and evidence are held up against linguistic theory. An analysis of the language contact between Latin and Aramaic reveals that, although Rome did not enforce the use of Latin in the Roman East where Aramaic was native, Latin acted as the dominant language within the relationship. Aramaic-Latin bilingualism, Latin’s prestige, and the impact of the Roman army on Aramaic all in light of linguistic theory surrounding language contact and dominance culminate to argue that Latin impacted the East at a linguistic level due to Latin’s role as the dominant language.  

2. Establishing Linguistic Terminology
Establishing the features of a dominant language is crucial to identifying Latin as the dominant language. Fredric Field in Linguistic Borrowing in Bilingual Contexts provides invaluable information on what a dominant language in a bilingual context. Firstly, according to Field, the dominant language is often the donor of language change, transferring its linguistic features onto the minority language but often in one direction; as a result, there may be little to no change within the dominant language that can be traced from the minority language.[footnoteRef:2] Additionally, the dominant language does not have to be the most widely spoken, as a dominant language will also act as a donor when the minority language has less prestige.[footnoteRef:3] In terms of speaker behaviour, there is stark inequality. Minority language speakers often learn the dominant language due to its prestige, but it is far more uncommon for a dominant language speaker to learn the minority language.[footnoteRef:4] Thus, the definition of a dominant language here will be the language of higher prestige that acts as the donor of language change and a target for bilingualism. If Latin is to be determined as the dominant language, there must be evidence of unequal bilingualism, Latin’s higher prestige, and Latin occupying the donor role. But language contact must first have occurred for the title of a dominant language to be relevant regarding Latin and Aramaic. What language contact is, then, must also be established.  [2:  Fredric Field,  Linguistic Borrowing in Bilingual Contexts (John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2002), 2-21.]  [3:  Field, 2-21.]  [4:  Field, 4.] 

There would be no point in attempting to identify a dominant language if there was no language contact to begin with. Brian Joseph describes in “Language Contact and Historical Linguistics” that although language contact can be simply defined as two languages meeting, that definition fails to account for the fact that people are the carriers of language; therefore, language contact is more accurately defined as when speakers of two different languages interact with each other and expose each other to their respective language.[footnoteRef:5] That exposure then often leads to bilingualism which therefore suggests that bilingualism can be an indicator of language contact.[footnoteRef:6] Furthermore, a feature of language contact is its potential to encourage language change, such as the addition of a word to a lexicon from one language to another- borrowing.[footnoteRef:7] But language contact’s effect is not static. The amount of language change depends on the duration and intensity of the contact, the speaker population, and which language is dominant.[footnoteRef:8] Language contact in the Roman Near East can therefore be ascertained through the establishment of bilingualism from either Aramaic or Latin speakers, which by extent allows for the possibility of language change. If there was language contact, then there could be a dominant language. [5:   Brian Joseph, “Language Contact and Historical Linguistics,” in The Cambridge Handbook of Language Contact, ed. Salikoko Mufwene and Anna Maria Escobar (Cambridge University Press, 2022), 44.]  [6:  Joseph, 44.]  [7:  Field, Borrowing, 2.]  [8:  Field, 2.] 

 	As bilingualism is an indicator of language contact, the definition of bilingualism in an ancient context must be considered. Field identifies three types of bilingualism that vary on how separate speakers can keep their linguistic systems when drawing from one or the other, with Type C bilingualism involving bilinguals continuously translating their weaker language into their stronger language to access limited meaning.[footnoteRef:9] The label bilingual, therefore, cannot refer to only those who are fluent, as that would eliminate Type C bilinguals. James Adams confirms the validity of considering weaker bilinguals from an ancient context in his study of Bilingualism and the Latin Language, where he argues for the inclusion of those with weak language proficiency as bilingual:  [9: ] 

Speakers (or writers) of two languages may have an infinitely variable range of competences in the two languages, from native fluency on one hand to imperfect competence verging on incompetence on the other. Even the speaker or writer with very poor command of a second language may… [be] understood in that language… and is therefore worthy of study.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  James Adams, Bilingualism and the Latin Language (Cambridge University Press, 2008), 10.] 


However, the available linguistic evidence is predominantly written, begging the question of whether bilingualism can be discerned through writing. As hinted by the Adams quotation, language ability can be divided into four categories: speaking, listening, reading, and writing.[footnoteRef:11] Therefore, writing in one’s second language is a form of bilingualism, granting relevance to the available ancient evidence. Throughout this investigation, the term bilingualism will apply to any person who shows an ability to at least write in a second language regardless of proficiency. Written evidence with mistakes will not be ignored. Contrarily, imperfections may prove useful.  [11:  Adams, 10.] 


3. Language Contact and Bilingualism
Language contact must be determined because without language contact there would be no situation for a dominant language to occur, and bilingualism is a key indicator of such contact. Aramaic-Latin bilingualism sheds light on the dynamic. Palmyrene inscriptions, in Palmyra or abroad, offer insight into native, or L1, speakers of Aramaic learning Latin as they are shown to have included their Aramaic dialect alongside Latin, suggesting language contact.[footnoteRef:12] An apt example is the earliest use of Latin by a Palmyrene, provided by Adams: a tri-lingual inscription dated 52 CE by a man named Haeranes dedicated to his family with a striking weakness in Latin.[footnoteRef:13] Haeranes makes grammatical errors throughout the inscription, such as the wrong form of words, and Haeranes had to use Greek partway through the Latin section likely due to his ineptitude.[footnoteRef:14] Haeranes, clearly, was not fluent in Latin but his errors do ensure that a non-native Latin speaker wrote this inscription. Nevertheless, Haeranes replicated the Latin funerary formula sibi et suis fecit accurately, which implies that he was exposed to the formula and how to use it, providing another strong case for language contact.[footnoteRef:15] Haeranes’ inscription is one example of  L1 Aramaic speakers acquiring Latin with varying levels of success, signalling Aramaic-Latin bilingualism on behalf of Aramaic speakers and by extent solidifying that there was language contact between Aramaic and Latin.[footnoteRef:16] Where there is language contact, there can be a dominant language, thereby providing Latin with the opportunity to be dominant. But was there bilingualism on the side of the L1 Latin speakers? [12:  Adams, 247.]  [13:  Adams, 33-4.]  [14:  Adams, 34.]  [15:  Adams, 34.]  [16:  Adams, 247-271.] 

Whereas the evidence for L1 Aramaic speakers learning Latin is attainable, the evidence for L1 Latin speakers learning Aramaic proves more elusive. One can assume that at least some L1 Latin speakers learned Aramaic, especially in light of the evidence of possible intermarriage; eight Latin inscriptions from Berytus provided by Benjamin Isaac in “Latin in Cities of the Roman Near East,” for example, have Latin and Greek or Semitic names.[footnoteRef:17] The problem with this evidence is that, even with intermarriage, one cannot know for certain whether the L1 Latin speaker learned Aramaic, and any children from said marriage would be considered L1 speakers of both languages if both were spoken in the home. In fact, Adams credits Jerome of Stridon as the only explicit evidence of a Latin speaker learning Aramaic, albeit weak in the domain of speaking compared to his reading and comprehension.[footnoteRef:18] Nevertheless, by the standards of this paper, Jerome is considered bilingual. Apart from Jerome, however, further evidence of L1 Latin learners of Aramaic may have simply been lost to time. With language contact, intermarriage, and at least one man’s efforts all established, then the possibility of L1 Latin speakers learning Aramaic cannot be null. However, while admittedly our lack of evidence for spoken languages is a limitation, a lack of evidence could additionally be indicative of another trait of dominant language speakers. Recall that an unwillingness to learn a minority second language is common for dominant language speakers. This lack of evidence, then, may imply that same pattern for the case of the missing L1 Latin learners of Aramaic. [17:  Benjamin Isaac, “Latin in Cities of the Roman Near East,” in From Hellenism to Islam: Cultural and Linguistic Change in the Roman Near East, ed. Hannah Cotton, Robert Hoyland, Jonathan Price, and David Wasserstein (Cambridge University Press, 2009), 54.]  [18:  Adams, Latin Language, 268-9.] 

	The surviving evidence, both tangible and anecdotal, demonstrates Latin speakers’ dependence on Greek as an intermediary over learning Aramaic. Firstly and broadly, Rome’s communication with its subjects was often eventually translated into Greek rather than the native tongue of the region, which displays an official unwillingness to relay information in Aramaic.[footnoteRef:19] Examining the Near East in particular, Babatha’s documents, a collection of legal documents owned by a Jewish woman found near the Dead Sea, provides examples of interactions between her Aramaic-speaking family and the Latin Romans that align with the generalization.[footnoteRef:20] One such document regarding a census return consists of three languages: Latin, Greek, and Aramaic. The return was first written in Aramaic, then translated into Greek and submitted to a Roman prefect, and later Babatha received a receipt that was written in Latin first and translated into Greek.[footnoteRef:21] Evidently, Greek served as the intermediary for official business, and the documented evidence aligns with anecdotal evidence as well. One such anecdote tells of a Roman guardsman who strove to speak with an Aramaic-speaking holy man but journeyed with interpreters who intended to use Greek rather than Aramaic.[footnoteRef:22] While anecdotal evidence may not be objective, this anecdote does not contradict the prior evidence and instead encapsulates the idea that the Romans preferred to communicate with Aramaic speakers through Greek rather than learning a new language. Considering the evidence of official business and the speakers’ attitude, one can see that Latin speakers displayed almost a resistance to dealing with Aramaic.  [19:  Werner Eck, “The Language of Power: Latin in the Inscriptions of Iudea/Syria Palaestina” in Semitic Papyrology in Context: A Climate of Creativity, ed. Lawrence Schiffman (Brill, 2003), 124, https://doi.org/10.1163/9789047401858_009.]  [20:  Adams, Latin Language, 265-8.]  [21:  Adams, 266.]  [22:  Adams, 264-5.] 

Thus, the available evidence agrees with the established relationship between minority and dominant language speakers, wherein the minority group is more willing to learn the dominant language than the dominant group is willing to learn the minority. In this way, the behaviour of Latin and Aramaic speakers indicates Latin’s status as the dominant language within the language contact context. As one motivator for this division is differing prestige, one must now turn to examining the contexts where each language was used.


4. The Language of Prestige in the East
At the time of the Roman occupation, Aramaic was no longer the most prestigious language. Now, prestige in a linguistic context refers to a language’s status relative to other languages within a community, based on how it utilized, the ruling power’s attitude towards it, and people within a language context’s attitude. The prestigious language has a higher status. “A Cultural History of Aramaic” by Holger Gzella provides a comprehensive history of where and how Aramaic was used, including before and during the Roman Near East. When Aramaic was an official language of the Persian empire, promoted by it and used for official correspondence, Aramaic was a language of prestige because it was used by the ruling power and was used for important matters, creating an association between Aramaic and power.[footnoteRef:23] However, under Roman rule Aramaic’s prestige faltered as Greek, if not Latin, became favoured over Aramaic for legal purposes in official courts, demonstrating a reduction in status compared to its Achaemenid usage.[footnoteRef:24]  Furthermore, Aramaic was widely spoken by the lower classes as a vernacular of the Near East both outside and inside cities.[footnoteRef:25] The language of the lower class tends to not be the prestigious variation due to the association with said class. Thus, while Aramaic had the numbers, during the time of the Roman East it was not a language of high prestige based on the newer emphasis of Greek and its status as a vernacular. Being the majority language helps a language earn the status of dominant but does not guarantee it, meaning that if Latin’s greater prestige can be demonstrated, there is further indication of Latin as the dominant language. [23:   Holger Gzella, A Cultural History of Aramaic: From the Beginnings to the Advent of Islam, (Brill, 2015), 212.]  [24:  John Healy, Aramaic Inscriptions and Documents of the Roman Period, vol. 4 (Oxford University Press, 2009), 3.]  [25:  Gzella, History of Aramaic, 221; Nicole Belayche, “’Languages’ and Religion in Second- to Fourth-Century Palestine: in Search of the Impact of Rome” in From Hellenism to Islam: Cultural and Linguistic Change in the Roman Near East, ed. Hannah Cotton, Robert Hoyland, Jonathan Price, and David Wasserstein (Cambridge University Press, 2009), 187.] 

	Latin’s greater prestige is visible through the specific uses of Latin in the East within cities. Firstly, Werner Eck attests in “The Presence, Role, and Significance of Latin in the Epigraphy and Culture of the Roman Near East” that the use of written Latin in colonies such as Caesarea Maritima, which had notable Latin speaking populations, indicates an association with the upper class.[footnoteRef:26] Firstly, the inscriptions provided by Eck in Caesarea Maritima relate to euergitism, a practice where the elite of a society publicly use their wealth for their community’s benefit, which creates an association between wealth and Latin as it was the wealthy who participated in euergetism and made it clear through Latin.[footnoteRef:27] It is also worth noting that the surrounding communities continued speaking Greek and Aramaic, meaning that those Aramaic speakers were exposed to the idea that Latin’s use correlated with wealth, and with wealth comes status.[footnoteRef:28] Additionally, an overarching pattern found in the East was that for the purpose of presenting Rome, including the emperor, imperial officials, and the army, Latin was consistently the language of choice, thus indicating further its connection with prestige through power.[footnoteRef:29] Recalling the prior example of Babatha’s document, the writing from the administrative offices of Rome came in Latin, demonstrating that Latin acted as an administrative language in the official sphere, whereas Aramaic no longer did.[footnoteRef:30] While Latin was nowhere near as widely spoken as Aramaic, its speakers utilized it in specific contexts that reflected its prestige. In comparing Aramaic and Latin’s usage, Latin was more closely associated with the higher and imperial classes. But with the knowledge that Aramaic speakers learned Latin, it is worth considering how they utilized Latin as well. [26:  Werner Eck, “The Presence, Role, and Significance of Latin in the Epigraphy and Culture of the Roman Near East,” in From Hellenism to Islam: Cultural and Linguistic Change in the Roman Near East, ed. Hannah Cotton, Robert Hoyland, Jonathan Price, and David Wasserstein (Cambridge University Press, 2009), 36-37.]  [27:  Eck, 37.]  [28:  Isaac, “Latin in Cities,” 68.]  [29:  Eck, “Language of Power,” 125.]  [30:  Adams, Latin Language, 265-8.] 

Latin’s use by Aramaic speakers further indicates its prestige by the symbolic role it was able to fill. For example, Isaac relays that there are two categories of Latin inscriptions in Palmyra, the first of which were meant to declare Palmyra’s loyalty to Rome.[footnoteRef:31] One such inscription is the dedication to the publican L. Antonius Callistratus, where Latin was the language of choice because it was the language of Rome, thereby honouring him and aligning Palmyra with Rome through its Latin use.[footnoteRef:32] Additionally, the fact that Palmyra ceased using Latin entirely after gaining colonial status implies that its former use of Latin was not in response to a growing Latin populace but instead to garner favour from the new power.[footnoteRef:33] Evidently, Latin’s usage by both Latin and Aramaic speakers marks Latin as a prestigious, symbolic language compared to Aramaic, demonstrating that within their language contact context, Latin was the language of prestige from the perspective of Aramaic speakers as well.  [31:  Isaac, “Latin in Cities,” 61.]  [32:  Khaled As’ad and Christiane Delplace, “Inscriptiones Latines de Palmyre,” Revue des Études Anciennes, no. 104 (2002), 371, https://doi.org/10.3406/rea.2002.4875.]  [33:  Millar, Near East, 326-7.] 

Latin’s prestige remedies the inequality of bilingualism previously discussed. Speakers of a prestigious dominant language do not tend to learn less prestigious languages, whereas minority language speakers do willingly learn the prestigious language; therefore, Latin’s status as a prestigious language lends an explanation for the lack of evidence for L1 Latin learners of Aramaic. Latin’s prestige additionally further indicates its role as the dominant language because prestige is one of the established traits of the dominant language, meaning that Latin has fulfilled two of the three requirements. The answer to the last requirement, Latin as the donor of language change, lies in the second category of Palmyra’s Latin inscriptions: the military. 

5. The Roman Army and the Case of Language Change	
Examining the Roman Army in the East allows for a more focused look at Aramaic-Latin language contact and its effects. The very environment of the Roman Army in the East encouraged bilingualism in Latin as the Roman army throughout the empire was a space where learners of Latin were found and encouraged, marking it as an environment for language contact.[footnoteRef:34] Importantly, natives were the primary recruits from the Near East, and as Aramaic was the established vernacular, it can be assumed many of those natives would have been Aramaic speakers; not only that, but the Roman army was one of the few places in the East that is recognized to have deeper Latin roots, particularly for official communication.[footnoteRef:35] The combination of Aramaic speakers in a Latin environment strongly indicates the potential for bilingualism as well as language change, as duration and intensity are contributing factors to whether change will occur as aforementioned. Therefore, local Aramaic-speaking recruits in the Roman army would have been granted the opportunity of having an increased, prolonged exposure to Latin depending on their deployment, increasing the chances of language change. [34:  Adams, Latin Language, 8.]  [35:  Isaac, “Latin in Cities,” 46; Gzella, History of Aramaic, 223.] 

	Examining the impact of the military reveals the final piece of the puzzle: Latin influenced Aramaic in the form of borrowing, a type of language change. Throughout the various dialects of Aramaic, there are more than one hundred originally Latin words that were not diffused through Greek, demonstrating not only that there was borrowing from Latin into Aramaic but that it was more than an odd word or two.[footnoteRef:36] Fergus Millar asserts that the military provided Latin loanwords, and his stance is confirmed when looking at the particular semantic fields for the Latin loanwords organized by Aaron Butts in “Latin Words in Classical Syriac,” Syriac being a form of Aramaic, where the top seven categories from most words to least are: Officials or Personnel, Architecture, Tools and Utensils, Roman Administration, Coin, Clothing, Military.[footnoteRef:37] Though it may appear misleading that military words are seventh, semantic fields are not set in stone. For example, terms such as ‘army paymaster,’ ‘stipend’ or ‘helmet’ may have connections to the military but are sorted into different semantic fields.[footnoteRef:38] What these semantic fields reveal in coordination with the assertion that the military provided loanwords is the variety of loanwords from Latin, which by extent indicates how in-depth the Latin exposure in the military may have been. The military, therefore, was a space for language change to develop. [36:  Aaron Butts, “Latin Words in Classical Syriac,” Journal of Syriac Studies, no. 19 (2016): 125-42, https://doi.org/10.31826/hug-2018-190104]  [37:  Millar, Near East, 328; Butts, “Latin Words,” 171-4.]  [38:  Butts, “Latin Words,” 171-4.] 

Written evidence aligns with the discussion of semantic fields as inscriptions relating to the military display loanwords, leading to the assertion that Latin functioned as a donor language. One such inscription is a bilingual funerary inscription from Káransebes, Hungary, written by the heir of a Palmyrene soldier.[footnoteRef:39] The Latin presents the referents' military identity, thus connecting this inscription to the military, and within the Aramaic inscription the Latin word optio, a military position, is used, providing tangible evidence of borrowing from Latin into Aramaic.[footnoteRef:40] Finally, Millar writes that the exchange between Latin and Aramaic was “one-sided,” which together with the influence of the military culminates to demonstrate that Latin took the donor role within its relationship with Aramaic, the role inhabited by the dominant language.[footnoteRef:41] The Roman Army provided an environment that allowed for significant enough language contact to encourage language change, and as a result, Latin acted as the donor. Thus, Latin fulfilled the final requirement to be the dominant language in its relationship with Aramaic.  [39:  Adams, Latin Language, 255-6.]  [40:  Adams, 256.]  [41:  Fergus Millar, Introduction to From Hellenism to Islam: Cultural and Linguistic Change in the Roman Near East, ed. Hannah Cotton, Robert Hoyland, Jonathan Price, and David Wasserstein (Cambridge University Press, 2009), 3.] 


6. Conclusion	
	Aramaic and Latin were not exempt from the nature of language contact. When the Romans brought Latin to the East, they altered the linguistic landscape even if Latin was never widespread. The fact remains that Latin was spoken and written, and its impact, even if minimal, is evident, and looking at the varied factors of the language contact- the resulting bilingualism, uses, and changes- reveals that Latin acted as the dominant language. The three key phrases to describe the dominant language were: unequal bilingualism, higher prestige, and the donor of language change. Written evidence from the East demonstrated that Aramaic speakers appeared more willing to learn Latin, whereas Latin speakers opted to use Greek interpreters or allow Aramaic speakers to do their own translations, revealing that unequal bilingualism. Secondly, Latin had higher prestige due to its association with the upper classes and its symbolic uses which would have encouraged Aramaic speakers to learn Latin but not vice versa. Finally, Latin was the one-way source for Aramaic borrowing, enabled partly by the military, meaning that all together, Latin asserted itself as the dominant language, impacting the landscape. Speaker behaviour was influenced by Latin’s dominance and prestige as bilingualism in Latin was indirectly encouraged, the way people spoke changed through borrowing, and certain messages were written in Latin precisely because of its dominance. Latin as the dominant language did matter. 
	It is undeniably true that Latin was not spoken more than Aramaic in the East, and that in the grand scheme of things, the linguistic impact can be seen as minor compared to that of Greek or Arabic. The relationship between Aramaic and Latin, however, was still a part of the linguistic landscape, and understanding that Latin was the dominant language is a further demonstration of the overall dominance of Rome itself. Even within the partially unconscious sphere of language, Rome left its impact on the Roman East the same way it did in other spheres such as art or architecture. Future research would benefit from applying sociolinguistic theory to the available linguistic evidence as more emerges to determine more succinctly the extent of Latin’s linguistic impact on everyday speakers. Glossing over Latin’s impact, on the other hand, does nothing to get a glimpse into Eastern Roman life. Latin arrived, was spoken, and was learned.
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