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Abstract
The present entry deals with the linguistic analysis of morpho-syntactic features of 
two varieties of Bedouin Arabic spoken in northern Jordan. It focuses on the existen-
tial clause, the negation, and the genitive. The data was collected in June 2020 during 
fieldwork in Samā, Muġayyir, and Zumlat al-Sirḥān (al-Mafraq Governorate), where we 
recorded members of the Sirḥān (a camel-breeder tribe), and in al-ʿIšša (Irbid Gover-
norate), where we recorded members of the Nʿēm (a sheep-breeder tribe). This data is 
compared in a synchronic perspective with the corpus of texts we collected in 2018 in 
the historical region of the Jordanian Ḥōrān (rural northern Jordan). This paper intends 
to be a step forward in the study of Bedouin-type language varieties of northern Jordan, 
for which an updated and exhaustive grammatical description is currently lacking.
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1 - Introduction and state of the art

 The geographic area of northern Jordan, represented by the Governorates of Ir-
bid and the western part of the Governorate of al-Mafraq, is a region that alternates 
between cultivated lands and rural villages within a landscape of both steppe and de-
sert. The steppe, also known as al-bādiya al-šamāliyya, constitutes a significant source 
of grazing for sheep-breeders, who nowadays live in small urban settlements in the 
surrounding area of al-Mafraq. Bedouins in this area have become mostly sedentary, yet 
some of them have kept their herd and additionally cultivate crops for a living.
 This region has been hitherto under-investigated, especially when compared to 
the central and southern regions of the Hashemite Kingdom, for which dialectological 
studies abound, thanks to the works of several scholars.1 Within the field of Arabic dia-

1 Cleveland, Ray. 1963. “A Classification for the Arabic Dialects of Jordan”, Bulletin of the Amer-
ican School of Oriental Research 171. 56-63; Palva, Heikki. 1976. “Studies in the Arabic Dialect of 
the Semi-Nomadic əl-ʿAǧārma Tribe (al-Balqāʾ District, Jordan)”, Orientalia Gothoburgensia 2. 
97-109; Palva, Heikki. 1984. “A General Classification for the Arabic Dialects Spoken in Palestine 
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lectology, the French dialectologist Jean Cantineau subdivided eastern Bedouin tribes 
into camel-breeder tribes (grand-nomades) and sheep-breeder tribes (petit-nomades);2 
the former are the Bedouins of Arabia, while the latter are those of the Syrian steppe. In 
northern Jordan both linguistic groups of Bedouin Arabic coexist.
 These language varieties have been investigated in the work of Cantineau, who 
provided a general overview of the Bedouin dialects of Syria and northern Jordan,3 in 
the works of Lidia Bettini,4 in many articles by Stephan Procházka,5 and in an article by 
Younès & Hérin, which comments upon the main linguistic features of a variety of Šāwī 
Arabic spoken in northern Lebanon.6 All these works mainly focus on phonetics and 
morphology. The studies lack an extensive description of the main morpho-syntactic 
features and examples, which is precisely the aim of this paper.

2 - Fieldwork

 The data that constitutes the base for our study are the varieties of both Bedouin 
eco-linguistic groups. To collect the linguistic corpus in June 2020 we conducted field-
work in northern Jordan, where we recorded two members of the Nʿēm7 in the village 

and Transjordan”, Studia Orientalia 55. 359-376; Bani Yasin, Raslan, & Owens, Jonathan. 1984. 
“The Bduul Dialect of Jordan”, Anthropological Linguistics 26 (2). 202-232; Palva, Heikki. 1986. 
“Characteristics of the Arabic Dialect of the Ḥwēṭāṭ Tribe”, Orientalia Suecana 33-35. 295-312; 
Durand, Olivier. 1996. Grammatica di arabo palestinese. Roma: Università degli Studi di Roma 
La Sapienza; Sakarna, Ahmed K. 2002. “The Bedouin Dialect of Al-Zawaida Tribe, Southern Jor-
dan”, Al-ʿArabiyya 35. 61-86; Al-Wer, Enam. 2007. “Jordanian Arabic (Amman)”, Versteegh, Kees 
(ed.), Encyclopaedia of Arabic Language and Linguistics. Leiden-Boston: Brill. 505-517; Hérin, 
Bruno. 2010. Le parler arabe de Salt (Jordanie). Phonologie, morphologie et éléments de syntaxe. 
PhD Thesis. Bruxelles: Université Libre de Bruxelles; Mion, Giuliano. 2012. L’arabo parlato ad 
Amman. Varietà tradizionali e standardizzate. Roma: Edizioni Q. 
2 Cantineau, Jean. 1936. “Études sur quelques parlers de nomades arabes d’Orient”, Annales de 
l’Institut d’Etudes Orientales d’Alger 1. 1-118; Cantineau, Jean. 1937. “Études sur quelques parlers 
de nomades arabes d’Orient”, Annales de l’Institut d’Etudes Orientales d’Alger 2. 119-237.
3 Ibid.
4 Bettini, Lidia. 1994. “Les dialectes nomades de Syrie”, Matériaux arabes et sudarabiques 6. 45-
65; Bettini, Lidia. 2006. Contes féminins de la Haute Jézireh syrienne. Matériaux ethno-linguis-
tiques d’un parler nomade oriental. Firenze: Università di Firenze.
5 Procházka, Stephan. 2002. “The Bedouin Arabic Dialects of Urfa”, Ferrando, Ignacio, & Sánchez 
Sandoval, Juan José eds.), AIDA 5th Conference Proceedings. Cádiz: Universidad de Cádiz. 75-88; 
Procházka, Stephan, & Batan, Ismail. 2016. “The Functions of Active Participles in Šāwī Bedouin 
Dialects”, Grigore, George, & Biţună, Gabriel (eds.), Arabic Varieties: Far and Wide. Proceedings of 
the 11th International Conference of AIDA. Bucharest, 2015. Bucharest: University of Bucharest. 
457-466.
6 Younes, Igor, & Hérin, Bruno. 2015. “Šāwī Arabic”, Edzard, Lutz, & de Jong, Rudolf (eds.), En-
cyclopaedia of Arabic Language and Linguistics. Leiden: Brill.
7 A sheep-breeder tribe, also present in Iraq, Western Syria, Lebanon, and Southern Turkey 
along the Syrian border.



Morpho-Syntactic Features of Bedouin Dialects of Northern Jordan

173

of al-ʿIšša (25 km northwest of Irbid) and four members of the Sirḥān,8 in Samā al-Sirḥān 
and Muġayyir al-Sirḥān, two adjacent villages in the steppe (17 km north of al-Mafraq) 
along the Syrian border. Moreover, we received and used a short recording of a 90-year-
old man from Zumlat al-Sirḥān. The circumstances of the Covid-19 pandemic have not 
allowed us to do further fieldwork.
 Regarding the Nʿēm, we recorded a 70-year-old woman and her 45-year-old 
daughter. They have been living close to the rural village of Saḥam for the last forty 
years and do not consider themselves Bedouins, but rather of Bedouin origins. Since 
they have settled and lived in a rural area for almost forty years among the people of 
the region, their language has been heavily influenced by the rural dialect of the Ḥōrān.

 As for the Sirḥān, we recorded two men in their fifties in Muġayyir, both well-edu-
cated. One is a politician and a poet of the village, of which he has also been the mayor, 
and the other is a University Professor of History. In Samā, we met and recorded a 
65-year-old woman and met her three daughters; furthermore, we also recorded a 
26-year-old man. We compare this data of Bedouin Arabic (totaling two hours of recor-

8 One of the few camel-breeder tribes of northern Jordan (alongside the Sardiyyah, Bani Ṣaḫar, 
and the al-ʿĪsā). 

Figure 1 - Map of the area of northern Jordan where we conducted the fieldwork. Source: Jordan Tour Board. 
Last accessed 15/05/21. http://visitjordan.com/
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dings) with that we collected in the villages of Saḥam and Ḥakama – Irbid Governorate 
– in 2018 (totaling four hours of recordings) for our thesis on the rural variety of nor-
thern Jordan (Ḥōrān).9

 This entry focuses on the three morpho-syntactic features that we could analyze 
best from our corpus. We chose to examine (1) the existential clauses, (2) the forms 
of negation, and (3) the genitive case, since these were the features that immediately 
caught our attention, by reason of their peculiarities when compared not only to the 
Levantine dialects but also to other eastern Bedouin varieties, included those described 
by Cantineau. Many differences and linguistic changes in synchronic and diachronic 
perspectives are discussed in the following sections.

3 - Existential clause

 The existential clause in the dialects of the Levant10 is related to the preposition 
“in”. Cantineau stated that in the Palmyrene dialect, in the Ḥōrān rural dialect, and in 
all the Bedouin varieties he investigated, as far as the preposition “in” is concerned, bī 
replaces fī.11 As for the existential clause, he claimed that its main markers are bū and bō 
(coming from the lexicalization of the preposition b- and the 3rd msg suffix -uh). These 
particles are different from those used in the sedentary varieties, namely bī and fī. Ac-
cording to Cantineau, this is one of the distinguishing elements between sedentary and 
Bedouin dialects.12 
 In our corpus, we did not observe the markers considered to be specific to eastern 
Bedouin dialects, as we did in other Šāwī dialects of northern Lebanon.13 Instead, we 
notice the use of the sedentary existential markers bī and fī in use, in Salṭ14 and Amman 
respectively.15 This feature of the Bedouin varieties of northern Jordan has already been 
pointed out by the work of Younès, who explained this leveling by remarking that the 
morpheme in question is present in the «Jordanian urban “prestige” variety».16

9 Al Tawil, Miriam. 2019. La langue arabe parlée dans le Ḥōrān. M.A. Thesis. Catania: Università 
degli Studi di Catania. 
10 This term includes the area of Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, Cyprus, and Syria. Naïm, Samia. 
2011. “Dialects of the Levant”, Weninger, Stefan, Khan, Geoffrey, Streck, Micheal P., & Watson, 
Janet (eds.), The Semitic Languages. An International Handbook. Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton. 920-
935.
11 Cantineau, “Études sur quelques parlers de nomades arabes d’Orient”, op. cit., 109.
12 Ibid., 112, 113.
13 Hérin & Younès, “Šāwī Arabic”, op. cit., 12.
14 Hérin, Le parler arabe de Salt (Jordanie), op. cit., 323.
15 Mion, L’arabo parlato ad Amman, op. cit., 173.
16 Younès, Igor. 2018. “Linguistic Retentions and Innovations amongst a Camel-Breeder tribe of 
Northern Jordan”. Wiener Zeitschrift für die Kunde des Morgenlandes 108. 265-274. P. 272.
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3.1 - The existential clauses in the Bedouin varieties of northern Jordan

3.1.1 - Sirḥān villages

 The existential clause is introduced by the morpheme fī arising from the suffixation 
of the bound pronoun of the 3rd msg to the preposition fī (fī +-h > fī). The existential 
clause is mostly negated with ma (83% of the negative existential clauses in our corpus 
are of the ma fī-type). In the other 17% of cases the negation is fī-š. The two types of 
negation are in free variation.
 In Zumla, Samā, and Muġayyir al-Sirḥān, the speakers employ fī to express the 
existential clause as in the examples below:17

 

 We also observe examples of negative existential clauses:

17 The data reported below have been transcribed according to the system of transcription more 
generally used in the field of Arabic dialectology. 
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 In three clauses, we notice the negative existential clause expressed as fī-š:18

 Moreover, we observe existential clauses introduced by kān, which expresses the 
past:

18 Here the word mensaf stands for a typical Jordanian dish.
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 Other existential clauses are introduced by ṣār, which expresses the inchoative 
aspect:

3.1.2 - Nʿēm, al-ʿIšša

 In this variety, the speakers expressed the existential marker with bī. The morphe-
me fī was used only once by the younger speaker (clause n. 26).

 The existential clause is generally seen to be negated with the negative prefix ma 
(stage I of Jespersen’s cycle):19

19 Jespersen’s cycle is a series of language processes that describes the historical development 
of the expression of negation from a prefixal negation (stage I) to a circumfixal negation (stage 
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 In other clauses, we observed the circumfixal negation ma + bī + š (stage II of Jes-
persen’s cycle):20

II) to a suffixal negation (stage III). 
20 Here, hassaʕyāt means ‘now’; for ‘now’ in the Ḥōrān we also observed: hassāʕ, hassaʕ, hassā, 
hassa, hallaʔ. As for the members of the Sirḥān in Samā, we also noticed: al-ḥīn, al-ḥizza, and 
hassaʕ.
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 In the following examples we observe both negative existential clauses – the com-
pound and the simple – in the same sentence, in free variation:

 In the following clauses we observe the suffixal negation (stage III of Jespersen’s 
cycle), which is formed by bī + š:

 We can conclude that the types of negations are distributed in our corpus as fol-
lows: ma bī-š: 56%, ma bī: 33%, bī-š: 11%. The compound and the non-compound nega-
tions are in variation, as a direct influence of the Ḥōrānī variety, whereby this alterna-
tion has been previously documented.21 

3.2 - The existential clause in the rural variety of the Ḥōrān

 In the Ḥōrān, the existential clause is mostly expressed through the locative fī, 
which is the most diffused form in the Levantine area.22 It is less frequently expressed 
through bī, which appears in our corpus only twice (clauses n. 43, 44), although in the 
autochthon form. In clause n. 44, the morpheme wala is employed as the only negative 
marker, making it a categorical negation.23 

21 Naïm, “Dialects of the Levant”, op. cit., 929.
22 Ibid., 932.
23 Hérin, Le parler arabe de Salt (Jordanie), op. cit., 263. 
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 As for the negation of the existential clause, we observed three different possible 
expressions (which represent all stages of Jespersen’s cycle):

4 - Negation

 The most common verbal negator in Šāwī Arabic is ma for both the perfective and 
the imperfective.
 As for non-verbal negations, Šāwī dialects employ the negative copula that results 
from the annexation of the 3rd m/f sg pronoun -hu/-hi to the negator > mū, mi (< ma + 
hu > mahu / ma + hī > mahī). In other Bedouin varieties, bound pronouns are suffixed to 
the negator ma (māni, manta, manti, maḥna, mantu(m), mantin, mahum, mahin), while 
yet other Bedouin varieties use miš and muš to negate participles and equative and com-
parative predicates.
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4.1 - Negation in the Bedouin varieties of northern Jordan

4.1.1 - Sirḥān villages

 In the Bedouin variety of the Sirḥān villages, the people whom we recorded ex-
press nominal negation in two ways. The first type of negation that they employ is ma 
+ bound pronouns, as in the examples below:

 Otherwise, they employ the following nominal negators: mū, mī, and the non-dis-
continuous impersonal negators miš and muš:

 As for the verbal negation, it is obtained through ma + verb:
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 Regarding the correlative negation, we observed several different ways to express 
it through various combinations of correlative conjunctions:
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4.1.2 - Nʿēm, al-ʿIšša

 In Nʿēm, al-ʿIšša, nominal negation is always rendered through the non-disconti-
nuous particle miš. We did not find the other negators (ma + bound pronouns, mū, mī, 
muš) observed elsewhere in the Bedouin varieties in this area.

 We can also observe the use of circumfixal negation in nominal sentences:

 As far as verbal negation is concerned, we observed the usage of ma + verb, as in 
the following examples:
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 In the following clause, we can observe the circumfixal negation: ma + verb + š:

 

 Correlative negation is expressed through three different combinations of nega-
tors:



Morpho-Syntactic Features of Bedouin Dialects of Northern Jordan

185

4.2 - Negation in the Ḥōrān

 Nominal negation in the Ḥōrān is rendered through the non-discontinuous nega-
tive particle miš, which can be placed before adjectives, nouns, prepositions, pronouns, 
and participles, as seen in the following:24

 
 As for the negation ma + bound pronoun, which we observed in the Bedouin va-
riety spoken by the Sirḥān, we found it used only in rhetorical questions in the Ḥōrān:

24 Here the word lazagiyyāt stands for a typical Bedouin sweet made of a layer of thin bread on 
which either ghee or molasses is spread.
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 We did not hear either muš or mū, which are found elsewhere in Jordan.25

 Verbal negation in the variety spoken in the Ḥōrān is rendered through three 
different constructions:

 

25 Hérin, Le parler arabe de Salt (Jordanie), op. cit., 250.
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 In the Ḥōrān we observed two ways to express the correlative negation: la… wala 
and ma… wala. The former had already been highlighted by Mion in regards to the ur-
ban dialect spoken in Amman,26 and the latter had been pointed out by Hérin in regards 
to the dialect spoken in Salṭ.27

5 - Genitive

 The genitive case is a grammatical case which is used to express ownership, pos-
session, association, or attributes of a being or thing. In all genitive structures we find 
two elements: the possessor and the possessed. The relation between these two ele-

26 Mion, L’arabo parlato ad Amman, op. cit., 180.
27 Hérin, Le parler arabe de Salt (Jordanie), op. cit., 262, 263.
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ments varies and, in Levantine dialects, can be expressed through three structures:

 1) Synthetic genitive, also known as “construct state” in the Semitic tradition (iḍāfa 
in Arabic), consists of juxtaposing the involved terms (the possessed and the possessor). 
This is the direct genitive construction.

 2) Analytic genitive, which is typical of sedentary urban dialects, consists of a 
specific morpheme (a genitive marker) that is used to link the two elements. In the 
Levantine area the most diffused genitive marker is tabaʕ,28 which can optionally agree 
in gender and/or number with the possessed item. This indirect genitive construction is 
less frequent in rural dialects and rare in the Bedouin variety.29 

 3) Epexegetic genitive is characterized by (a) the mark of the preposition l- before 
the possessing item, (b) the lack of definite article before the possessed item, and (c) 
a cataphoric pronoun after the possessed item (uḫt-o la Moḥammad “the sister of 
Moḥammad” is an example). The epexegetic genitive has been explained as a case of 
language contact with Aramaic.30

5.1 - Genitive in the Bedouin varieties of northern Jordan

5.1.1 - Sirḥān villages 

 Among the members of the Sirḥān that we recorded in Samā and Muġayyir, we 
did not observe the use of the genitive markers (clauses n. 102-104), except for three oc-
currences of tabaʕ and its apocopated form tāʕ in the recordings of the younger speaker 
(age 26) in Samā (clauses n. 105-107). Apart from these few exceptions, the synthetic 
genitive is predominantly employed. As we can observe in the following examples, the 
head noun and its modifiers are not coreferential and stand in a genitive relationship 
with each other.

28 Naïm, “Dialects of the Levant”, op. cit., 931.
29 Ibid., 931.
30 Procházka, Stephan. 2020. “Arabic in Iraq, Syria and southern Turkey”, Lucas, Christopher, 
& Manfredi, Stefano (eds.), Arabic and contact-induced change. Berlin: Language Science Press. 
98–99.
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 In Zumla, the older speaker employed the synthetic genitive (clauses n. 108, 109, 
and 110) and in only two cases (clauses n. 111 and 112) the younger speaker employed 
the morpheme tabaʕ in an analytical structure:

5.1.2 - Nʿēm, al-ʿIšša

 As for the members of the Nʿēm we recorded, the expression of internal possession 
was rendered through both structures: either through the synthetic genitive or through 
the analytical genitive. We observed that the speakers interviewed often employed the 
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genitive marker tabaʕ and one occurrence of the ancient Bedouin and Ḥōrānī genitive 
marker giyy (clause n. 116), which is generally considered obsolete. Tabaʕ, borrowed 
from sedentary dialects of the region, was pointed out by Cantineau as the genitive 
marker of the Syrian Ḥōrān (together with gayy).31 
 The genitive marker is interposed between the possessor and the possessed. We 
observed the following examples:

5.2 - Genitive in the Ḥōrān

 As far as the Ḥōrānī corpus is concerned, the synthetic construction preferred is 
the analytic form. We did not find any genitive markers typical of the region, such as 
those observed by Cleveland,32 Behnstedt,33 and Palva:34 giyy, šēt, šīt, which, as stated 
by Hérin for Salṭ, are usually replaced by tabaʕ.35 Instead, the construct state is used to 
express possession. Moreover, as observed by Hérin for the Salṭī dialect, a preposition 
is employed to link a kinship term to a pronoun. Hérin found the preposition l(a)- and 
ʔil(a)- are interposed between the kinship noun and the pronoun, as we also found 

31 Cantineau, “Études sur quelques parlers de nomades arabes d’Orient”, op. cit., 109.
32 Cleveland, “A Classification for the Arabic Dialects of Jordan”, op. cit., 61.
33 Behnsedt, Peter. 1997. Sprachatlas von Syrien, Kartenband. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz.
34 Palva, Heikki. 2008. “Sedentary and Bedouin Dialects in Contact. Remarks On Karaki and 
Salti Dialects (Jordan)”. Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies 8. 53-70.
35 Hérin, Le parler arabe de Salṭ (Jordanie), op. cit., 74-77.
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when we analyzed the dialect of the Ḥōrān: 

 Hérin also observed that the preposition ʔil(a)- is used as a connector when the 
speaker wants to leave the modified term indetermined:36 

6 - Discussion

 The existential clause is only expressed through the morpheme fī by the members 
of the Sirḥān we recorded. We did not find bū/bō, as observed elsewhere in other Bedouin 
varieties (such as, for example, the ʾAbu ʿĪd of Lebanon).37 The members of the Sirḥān 
we recorded use fī «as in the majority of Bedouin varieties in the North Arabian dialect 
area».38 This innovative trait of this Bedouin variety can be explained as a leveling on 
the back of the influence of the Jordanian urban prestige variety on the autochthonous 
Bedouin type, in line with what Younès affirmed regarding another camel-breeder tribe 
of northern Jordan.39 On the other hand, as far as the Nʿēm are concerned, bī, which is 
the existential morpheme used in traditional varieties of Jordanian dialects40 (namely 
those of the Ḥōrān and Salṭ),41 is the only existential morpheme (in line with what 

36 Ibid., 77.
37 Younès, Igor. “Notes préliminaires sur le parler bédouin des ˀAbu ˁīd (Vallée de la Békaa)”, 
Romano Arabica 14. 355-387.
38 Palva, Heikki. 1980. “Characteristics of the Arabic Dialect of the Bani Ṣaḫar Tribe”, Orientalia 
Suecana 29. 112-139.
39 Younès, “Linguistic Retentions and Innovations amongst a Camel-Breeder tribe of Northern 
Jordan”, op. cit., 272.
40 Mion, L’arabo parlato ad Amman, op. cit., 173.
41 Hérin, Le parler arabe de Salt (Jordanie), op. cit., 323. 
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Bettini stated for the Šāwī dialect of Syria),42 except for one occurrence of fī uttered by 
the younger speaker, who, being in her forties, is likely to have been influenced by the 
urban variety.
 With respect to the negation, for the Sirḥān we observe the use of two types of 
nominal negation. The first (ma + personal pronouns) constitutes the autochthonous 
Bedouin form, which continues to be used. This form can be reduced to mū (< ma hū) 
that represents the impersonal negative form. This negation is similar to that in use 
in Najdi Arabic, which has a ma + personal pronoun + b- construction, which can be 
reduced to ma + hu/hi.43 In terms of syntactic status, ma is a head element, since it can 
host subject clitics, as it happens for Moroccan, Egyptian, and Kuwaiti dialects.44 The 
negative elements also carry agreement, which is another feature of head elements.
 The second kind of negation (miš, muš) is a non-discontinuous element and is 
used in the case of negative topicalization of one of the items of the sentence, as a re-
sult of the influence of the prestigious sedentary variety. This is also the case of other 
neo-Arabic dialects, such as the South Iraqi variety, whereby the negative morpheme 
mākuš (not idiosyncratic to that area) detected by Abu-Haidar45 is «an indicator of a 
prestige influence of the well-established negative morpheme mākuš of the Baghdadi 
Arabic». 46 Qasim Hasan explains that the presence of Baghdadi Arabic in South Iraqi 
dialect is due to the cultural prestige of the former. This may be the case of the sedentary 
negator miš, which is in use in this Bedouin variety.
 As for the Nʿēm, by analyzing our corpus we can infer that the typical Bedouin 
nominal negators (i.e., ma + personal pronouns or the impersonal reduced form mū) 
have been utterly leveled out in favor of the morpheme miš, which is idiosyncratic to 
the sedentary dialect spoken in that area, as the data from Saḥam and Ḥakama demons-
trates. The influence of the Ḥōrānī variety on the dialect spoken by the two Bedouin 
speakers justifies this leveling.
 As for the verbal negation, the Sirḥān do not employ the compound negation, 
which is a discriminating factor distinguishing the Sirḥān from the Nʿēm we recorded. 
The latter have the compound and non-compound negative particles in variation and in 

42 Bettini, Contes féminins de la Haute Jézireh syrienne, op. cit., 41.
43 Ingham, Bruce. 1994. Najdi Arabic: Central Arabian. London: John Benjamins P.C.
44 Aoun, Joseph, Benmamoun, Elabbas, & Choueiri, Lina. 2010. The Syntax of Arabic. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.
45 Abu-Haidar, Farida. 2002. “Negation in Iraqi Arabic”, Werner, Arnold, & Hartmut Bobzin 
(eds.), Sprich doch mit deinen Knechten aramäisch, wir verstehen es! Festschrift für Otto Jastrow 
zum 60. Gerburtstag. Wiesbaden: Harrossowitz. 1-13.
46 Hassan, Qasim. 2015. “Concerning Some Negative Markers in South Iraqi Arabic”. Grigore, 
George, & Biţună, Gabriel (eds.), Arabic Varieties: Far and Wide. Proceedings of the 11th Interna-
tional Conference of AIDA. Bucharest, 2015. Bucharest: University of Bucharest. 301-308. P. 302.
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common with the Ḥōrān, Salṭ, Palmyra, and Suḫnah. The Sirḥān are in this case more 
conservative than the Nʿēm, who appear once again to be influenced by the sedentary 
dialect of the area, since a priori the Šāwī dialects do not employ the compound nega-
tion.47

 As it has been hypothesized by D’Anna for Fezzānī Arabic, whereby «the spea-
kers of the nomadic varieties, featuring stage I negation, acquired stage II out of contact 
with the more innovative sedentary varieties»,48 Bedouin speakers of northern Jordan 
also are progressively employing the compound negation out of contact with the ru-
ral variety of the Ḥōrān, although its employment is not generalized (not even in the 
Ḥōrān). Thus we observe both types of negation (stage I and II of Jespersen’s cycle) in 
variation.49 Nevertheless, the development of the compound negation in the speech of 
this Šāwī dialect could also be associated to language contact with the near Palestinian 
dialects (which even influenced the Jerusalem variety of Domari).50 Yet, according to 
Hérin and al-Wer (and as firstly pointed out by Cantineau),51 the spoken varieties of 
Jordan did not originate from Palestine (despite the common belief and the fact that 
Palestinian and Jordanian dialects belong to the same linguistic group – the southern 
Levantine) but from the Ḥōrān, where (as in Salṭ) the compound negation appears to be 
an older, autochthonous trait that has preserved its typical affective value.52 Thus, in our 
opinion, the hypothesis of language contact with the Ḥōrān rural varieties is more plau-
sible, considering that the origins of the tribe are found in the Golan Heights, located in 
the westernmost part of the Syrian Ḥōrān.
 Regarding the genitive, we observed that among the members of the tribe we 
recorded in the Sirḥān, the construct state is generally preferred to the analytical geni-
tive by middle-aged and older speakers. The synthetic genitive, typical of the Bedouin 
varieties, is progressively being replaced by the analytic genitive, which is employed by 
young speakers who tend to use the typical Levantine marker tabaʕ. This particle does 
not always show gender and number agreement, as in the case of clauses n. 111 and 

47 Bettini, Contes féminins de la Haute Jézireh syrienne, op. cit., 39.
48 D’Anna, Luca. 2018. “Synchronic and Diachronic Observations on Verbal Negation in the 
Arabic Dialects of the Fezzān”, Zeitschrift Für Arabische Linguistik 68. 63-91. P.81. 
49 Ibid., 81.
50 An Indo-Aryan language. Lucas, Christopher. 2020. “Contact and the Expression of Nega-
tion”, Lucas, Christopher, & Manfredi, Stefano (eds.), Arabic and Contact-Induced Change. Ber-
lin: Language Science Press. 643-667.
51 Cantineau, Jean. 1946. Les parlers arabes du Ḥōrān. Notions générales, grammaire. Paris: 
Klincksieck.
52 Palva, Heikki. 1994. “Bedouin and Sedentary Elements in the Dialect of es-Salṭ. Diachronic 
Notes on the Socio-linguistic Development”, Caubet, Dominique, & Vanhove, Martine (eds.), 
Actes des premières journées internationales de dialectologie arabe de Paris. Paris: Colloques 
Langues’O. 459-469.
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112 (and this may be due to the ongoing process of grammaticalization as observed for 
the genitive markers in Omani Arabic).53 However, in other cases, the genitive marker 
agrees in gender (as in clause n. 107).
 As for the Nʿēm, we can affirm that the analytic genitive is widely used by both 
young and elderly speakers. Tabaʕ is the most widespread genitive particle, which is 
progressively supplanting the autochthonous Ḥōrānī form giyy (as highlighted by Hé-
rin for the dialect spoken in Salṭ),54 which only appears once. Different from what can be 
observed elsewhere (e.g., Salṭ dialect),55 the use of tabaʕ is not limited to complex nomi-
nal phrases, but it is in variation with the construct state. As in other Šāwī dialects, giyy 
constitutes a case of vestigial variant syndrome as noticed by Torzullo for the dialect of 
the Banī ʿAbbād.56 

Sirḥān Nʿēm Ḥōrān

Existential clause fī bī fī

Nominal negation
ma + personal pro-

noun; miš, muš
miš miš

Verbal negation
non-compound nega-

tion

compound and non-

compound negation in 

variation

compound and 

non-compound nega-

tion in variation

Genitive Case

synthetic genitive 

(more diffused)

analytic genitive 

(young speakers)

analytic genitive 

(more diffused)

synthetic genitive 

(more diffused)

7 - Conclusion

 In his work on the Bedouin varieties, Cantineau remarked that one of the most 
striking differences between the sedentary and the Bedouin eastern dialects was the 
existential marker bū (opposed to the sedentary fī and bī). We can affirm that, limited 
to our data, this divergence has been leveled out in favor of the sedentary existential 

53 Bettega, Simone. 2019. “Genitive Markers in Omani Arabic”, Romano Arabica 19. 223-237.
54 Hérin, Le parler arabe de Salt (Jordanie), op. cit., 77.
55 Ibid., 76.
56 Torzullo, Antonella. 2018. Le dialecte des Bani ʿAbbād. Analyse des traits phonologiques, mor-
phologiques et syntaxiques discriminants. M.A. Thesis. Paris: INALCO.
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markers. We suppose that this is due to the ongoing process of dialect standardization 
toward a regional koiné based on the urban variety.57 
 As for the negation and the genitive, the variety spoken by Sirḥān still shows 
more retentions than that of the Nʿēm. The latter employ the negator miš, which is the 
same particle we noticed for the rural variety of the Ḥōrān, and never use the particle 
mū as noticed by Bettini for the Šāwī varieties of Syria.58 For the Sirḥān, we did not 
observe the use of the compound negation, which is instead widely employed by the 
Nʿēm and in the rural variety of northern Jordan. Moreover, in our recordings from al-
ʿIšša, the Bedouin traditional genitive markers have been almost completely replaced 
by the sedentary form tabaʕ, which is the most widespread in the sedentary Levantine 
area, alongside the use of the synthetic genitive structure. The use of tabaʕ constitutes 
an innovative trait. This contrasts with what Bettini found, since she affirmed that the 
sheep-breeder Bedouins of Syria employed the construct state rather than genitive par-
ticles, which were rare at the time of her fieldwork.59 The Sirḥān do not employ the 
analytic genitive structure, except for a few occurrences uttered by young speakers. The 
retentions shown by the Sirḥān may be due to their relative isolation since, compared 
to the Nʿēm, they did not live in a completely (rital) settled environment (Saḥam).
 Considering the small sample of people that have been recorded, we cannot as-
sert that these claims are unconditionally true everywhere, but we can suppose, in line 
with what has been stated by Holes, that «new social forces are driving the engines of 
linguistic change»,60  such as increasing urbanization. Bedouins have become settled 
sheepherders, farmers, landowners, who often live in urban agglomerations or in the ci-
ties, and the younger generations often work in the service sector. These social changes 
have affected their speech, which has changed if compared to that of the former gene-
rations, who used to live in isolation in desertic areas.
 Additionally, according to the speakers themselves, education, which also im-
plies exposure to Modern Standard Arabic, is the primary vehicle for access to outside 
contacts that may then have an influence on the speech. As stated by Al-Wer61 , linguis-
tic innovations are more easily accessed by people who have access to education and, 
thanks to their outside travels and interactions with students from different towns, have 
more outside contacts. Moreover, until the 2000s most teachers were not locals but came 

57 Younès, “Linguistic Retentions and Innovations amongst a Camel-Breeder tribe of Northern 
Jordan”, op. cit., 272.
58 Bettini, Contes féminins de la Haute Jézireh syrienne, op. cit., 40.
59 Ibid., 42.
60 Holes, Clive. 1995. “Community, Dialect and Urbanization in the Arabic-Speaking Mid-
dle-East”, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 58(2). 270-287. P. 271.  
61 Al-Wer, Enam. 1997. “Arabic between Reality and Ideology”, International Journal of Applied 
Linguistics. 7 (2). 251- 265.



Miriam Al Tawil

196

from Egypt, Syria, and Palestine, thus influencing the speech. Indeed, Al-Wer observed 
a correlation between the amount of speech variation and the social characteristics of 
these environments. As stated by Gibson,62 increased education and mobility produce 
a general tendency for speakers of Bedouin-areas to adopt the sedentary system, as 
we have observed for the use of the genitive particle tabaʕ and the negator miš, which 
are typical sedentary traits of the Levantine area. Moreover, koineization processes in 
the Levantine area should not be overlooked in the analysis of language change in Jor-
dan. Nevertheless, given the small amount of data, this is only a preliminary analysis. 
More data and thorough investigation is needed to draw more accurate and substantial 
conclusions.

 

62 Gibson, Maik. 2002. “Dialect leveling in Tunisian Arabic: Towards a New Spoken Standard”, 
Rouchdy, Aleya (ed.), Language contact and language conflict in Arabic. Variations on a sociolin-
guistic theme. London: Routledge Curzon. 24-40.


