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<1. Introduction> 

The formation of new dialects as a result of contact between speakers of mutually 

intelligible varieties involves six basic processes according to Trudgill (2006: 84-89). These 

are: mixing, levelling, unmarking, interdialect development, reallocation and focusing.  

Trudgill refers to the first five processes collectively as ‘koineisation’.1  

As a linguistic process, focusing involves reduction in mixture of linguistic elements 

from different dialectal stock, and hence reduction in intra-speaker and inter-speaker 

variability. What characterises focusing and distinguishes it from levelling, which also 

involves reduction, is that it leads to stability in the usage of emergent linguistic forms and to 

the development of “societally shared norms” (Trudgill 2006: 89). Kerswill (2013: 525) 

further elaborates that focusing sets stable adult norms which future generations converge 

on.2 

Focusing can take place at any stage in the formation of new dialects. This is because 

different linguistic features can show differential rates of development in dialect contact 

situations, often depending on the relative linguistic complexity of the feature involved. For 

instance, in his data from the Fens, a dialect transition zone in eastern England, Britain 

(2010) shows that while the realisation of /ai/ along a Canadian-Raising pattern focused 

rather quickly, the intermediate form [ɤ], in words of the STRUT lexical set, was only 

 
1 On koineisation, see also Tuten (2001); Siegel (1985) and Neteland (2017) 
2 Le Page (1980) distinguishes between a focused linguistic situation, where the norms are clear, stable and 
shared, and a diffuse situation, where extreme heterogeneity and multiple systems prevail (see also, Le Page & 
Tabouret-Keller 1985). 
 



beginning to focus three hundred years after dialect contact had commenced.3 He cites 

several factors to explain the delay in this case, both social and linguistic, including the 

phonological unpredictability of the original /u/ split that gave rise to the STRUT lexical set.  

Social, or socio-psychological, factors alone can be the cause of delay in adopting 

certain features and ultimately focusing them. For instance, Trudgill (1986) points out that 

strong social stereotyping of linguistic features can delay or even prohibit linguistic 

accommodation, citing several such examples from contact situations between speakers of 

British and American varieties, and speakers of southern and northern English English 

varieties. In our data from Amman, associations with local and national identity are major 

factors in the survival of the local Jordanian variant [ɡ] in opposition to the pan-Levantine [ʔ] 

in the new dialect (see Al-Wer & Herin 2011).  

In this article, we discuss the focusing of a complex morphological feature from the 

newly formed Arabic dialect of Amman, which emerged primarily as a result of contact, 

beginning from  the 1920s, between Jordanian and Palestinian varieties (see further below). 

The feature in question concerns the imperfect conjugation of the two glottal-initial verbs 

ʔakal ‘to eat’ and ʔaxað ‘to take’. This feature is only just beginning to stabilise in the new 

dialect while several other features were focused much earlier. We propose that the delay in 

this case is primarily due to the relatively large number of different forms that went into the 

original mix, as will be explained.  

We begin with a brief sketch of the history of Amman and population growth 

(sections 2 & 3). In section 4, we summarise the research on the formation of the Amman 

dialect from inception to stabilisation. Section 5 provides a description of the feature under 

 
3 In Canadian Raising, the first element of the diphthongs /ai/ and /au/ is centralised before voiceless consonants 
but maintains an open quality elsewhere. 



investigation. Section 6 presents some historical and distributional details. The data, range of 

variation and the results are presented in sections 6, 7 and 8. We conclude in section 9.   

 

<2. Brief history of Amman> 

Amman is the capital city of Jordan and home to approximately three million people, which 

constitutes one third of the country’s population. Although Amman is one of the oldest 

inhabited sites in the region, with a history going back to the twelfth century BC, it is fairly 

new as an Arabic-speaking community despite falling under Arab rule as early as the seventh 

century AD.  

Amman derives its current name from Rabbath Ammon, ‘the main city of the 

Ammonites’, a Semitic civilisation whose kingdom is dated to 1300-300 BC. During the 

Hellenic Period (332 BC-63 AD), it was renamed ‘Philadelphia’ after Philadelphus, Ptolemy 

II. The Romans (63-636) kept the name Philadelphia and declared it as one of the Decapolis, 

a federation of ten cities that they established in the region.  

Upon their arrival in the seventh century, the Arab Umayyad dynasty restored the 

Semitic name of the city, and it has since then been known as ‘Amman’. The Umayyad Arabs 

however ruled from Damascus and largely neglected Amman, which led to a period of 

decline that lasted until the early 20th century.  

The first settled community in the modern era came in the form of refugees from the 

Caucasus, commonly known as the ‘Circassians’, speakers of several varieties of north 

Caucasian. The Circassians were allies of the Ottomans, the then rulers of the region. Waves 

of Caucasian refugees started to arrive in 1876 and lasted until the first decade of the 20th 

century. Upon arrival and for quite some time thereafter, the Circassians did not speak 

Arabic. The successive generations acquired vernacular Arabic through contact with the 



locals. Their native language therefore did not have any influence on the Arabic dialect that 

emerged later. 

Following the defeat and end of the Ottoman empire in the aftermath of World War I, 

a central Arab government was established in Jordan in 1921, and Amman, then a little 

village, was chosen as the capital and seat of government. It thus attracted migrants from 

other parts of the country, as well as from neighbouring Syria, Lebanon and Palestine, which 

were still under colonial rule. Amman therefore has no traditional Arabic dialect simply 

because until relatively recently it had no indigenous and stable community. 

<3. Demographics> 

 By the 1930s, the population of Amman had grown to 10,000, half of whom were 

Circassian, and by 1946 to 65,000. The vast majority of these early Arabic-speaking migrants 

came from two particular locations, namely the city of Salt (20 kilometres northwest of 

Amman) and the Palestinian city of Nablus (110 kilometres away). To all intents and 

purposes, these two groups can be considered ‘the founding population’, in the sense of 

Mufwene (1996), whose vernaculars constitute the most significant input to the making of the 

new dialect. As explained in Al-Wer (2007), all of the competing features in the formation of 

the new dialect can be broadly described as ‘local Jordanian’, as represented by 

characteristics of the traditional dialect of Salt, and ‘urban Palestinian’, as represented by the 

dialect of Nablus. Both dialects belong to the southern branch of the Levantine dialect group. 

They are mutually intelligible and share a large number of linguistic features at all levels; at 

the same time, they are distinguished by several features, mainly phonological.  

 The largest increase in Amman’s population happened because of the two major wars 

in the region: the 1948 war, which resulted in the establishment of the state of Israel in parts 

of historical Palestine, and the 1967 war, which led to the occupation of the remaining part, 

commonly known as the West Bank. These events caused an upheaval in the region as a 



whole and the displacement of well over three million Palestinians over the years. The 

successive arrival of speakers of Palestinian varieties in Amman further consolidated the 

influence of Palestinian dialects in the formation of the new dialect.  

Amman’s population grew at a rate of 500% during this period to reach just under 

600,000 by 1974. There was a relative stability in the population figures during the following 

two decades, rising at a rate of 30% to reach nearly 900,000 in 1994. It started to rise again in 

the 1990s as a result of the arrival of approximately 400,000 Palestinians from Kuwait. More 

refugees arrived later from Iraq and Syria because of the political turmoil in these countries. 

The emergence of a focused and distinctive dialect in the city happened most probably during 

a period of less dramatic population growth, namely 1974-1994, which coincides broadly 

with the third-generation descendants of the founder population.  

Against this demographic background, it is important to bear the following points in 

mind. Firstly, there is no geographically neutral variety of spoken Jordanian Arabic. All 

speakers therefore use some form of local dialect, regardless of social class. Secondly, 

whereas in neighbouring countries (Syria, Egypt, Lebanon, Palestine), the dialect of the 

capital acts as a standard prestigious norm, Jordan never had a linguistic centre of its own. 

Thirdly, Jordanians and Palestinians generally identify themselves with the area in which 

their forebears lived, rather than the locality in which they were born and bred. However, 

recently a growing number of inhabitants of Amman (particularly among the third and fourth 

generations of the earliest inhabitants) have begun to identify themselves as ‘Ammanis’, by 

which they imply that they are native to the city (see Al-Wer 2020). 

The emergence of a distinctive and focused dialect in Amman, in tandem with the 

emerging Ammani identity, represents a radical shift in the sociolinguistic patterns from a 

plethora of local varieties to a situation similar to that described above for neighbouring 

states. 



 

<4. The research> 

 The data presented in this article come from large-scale research in the city, which 

was conducted in stages and completed in 2020. In the first stage, the research focused on 

three generations from families who moved into the city from Salt and Nablus during the 

1920s and 1930s (39 speakers). The second stage focused on 20 additional speakers from the 

third generation. The third and final stage expanded the number of speakers interviewed, their 

social makeup, and place of residence to include all major areas in the city. Additionally, 30 

young children from the fourth generation were included in the final stage. A total of 170 

speakers were interviewed, following a standard sociolinguistic interview format. The 

interviews consisted of casual conversations. The topics raised varied depending on speakers’ 

age, interests, professions, etc. The aim throughout was to record a style of speech that 

resembled the speakers’ vernacular as closely as possible. Each speaker’s biography, and that 

of their families, were recorded carefully. Individual interviews lasted for an average of 40 

minutes; group interviews lasted an average of two hours. 

 The sociolinguistic profiles of the first three generations are summarised below.  

4.1 First generation  

The first generation arrived in the city as adults. They speak the original dialects, 

characteristic of their hometowns, while levelling out most localised features. Trudgill (2006: 

89) refers to levelling at this early stage as ‘rudimentary levelling’. Examples of this type of 

development include the following:  

• Affrication of /k/ to [ʧ] in the vicinity of front vowels is one of the most salient and 

stigmatised features in Jordanian Arabic as a whole. While this feature occurs in the 

Salt dialect, first generation speakers of this dialect in Amman do not affricate, using 



[k] instead in all environment; thus the Salt forms [ʧaːn] ‘if’, [ʧɛ:f] ‘how’ [ʔuxtiʧ] 

‘your (f) sister’, occur as [kaːn], [kɛ:f], [ʔuxtik], respectively.  

• Another development in this generation is the levelling out of the feminine forms of 

the second and third plural pronouns and suffixes such that gender distinction is 

neutralised in favour of the masculine forms; thus, /ʔintin/ ‘you (f)’, /btoːklin/ ‘you (f) 

eat’; /hinne/ ‘they (f), /boːklin/ ‘they (f) eat’, are realised using the (originally) 

masculine forms /ʔintu/, /btoːklu/, /humme/, /boːklu/, respectively.  

• In the speech of the first- generation immigrants from the Palestinian city of Nablus, 

lowering of /aː/ in words such as /mbeːriħ/ > /mbaːriħ/ ‘yesterday’, /seːʕə/ > /saːʕa/ 

‘hour’ is very common. The raised variant is a stereotypical feature of Palestinian 

varieties in general, which is often used to mimic these varieties in Jordan. 

4.2 Second generation  

This generation is represented by those who arrived in Amman as children or were born 

there, roughly during 1935-1950. We find in their speech extreme inter-speaker and intra-

speaker variability, typical of a diffuse linguistic situation (cf. Le Page & Tabouret-Keller 

1985). In this generation ‘gender’ emerges as a major organising factor, with women leading 

men in the use of forms that become focused in the third generation.4 All of our speakers 

from this generation however used a mixture of Jordanian and Palestinian forms in the 

following features: pronominal suffixes -ku ~ -kon, -hum ~ -hon; both variants of (q): [ɡ], [ʔ]; 

both variants of (ʤ): [ʤ], [ʒ]; both interdental and stop variants of the interdental fricatives 

[θ], [t]; [ð], [d] or [z]; [ðˤ], [dˤ] or [zˤ].  

4.3. Third generation  

 
4 We do not discuss ‘gender’ as a variable further in this paper. For details and discussion about the emergence 
of gender as a variable, see Al-Wer & Herin 2011. 



Members of this generation were all born in the city. In their speech, there is a clear 

divergence from the heritage dialects, and the mixture and variability present in the second 

generation is much reduced. Instead, we find orderly linguistic behaviour, stable usage of 

several features, the use of intermediate fudged forms as well as totally new features, not 

present in the input varieties. In this generation the new dialect is identified as ‘Ammani’, and 

there is intuitive agreement among its speakers on its characteristics.  

An example of a fudged feature that was used by third-generation speakers 

consistently is the realisation of the feminine ending -ah in pausal position. This morpheme is 

either realised as /a/ or raised under certain conditions to /e/ in most dialects in the region as a 

whole. In Amman, the input dialects differ from each other in two respects: (i) the 

phonological environment that prompts raising, and (ii) degree of raising (phonetics). Input 

dialects from the Jordanian side use a low variant [a] except after coronal sounds where the 

vowel is raised to [ɛ] (i.e. [a] is the default variant, which is raised to cardinal vowel 3 after 

coronal sounds). The following examples illustrate this rule:   

ħilwa ‘pretty’, biʃʕa ‘ugly’, but sanɛ ‘year’, farʃɛ ‘mattress’.  

On the other hand, input from urban Palestinian varieties raise the ending /a/ to [e], or [i], 

everywhere except after velarised, emphatic and pharyngeal sounds (i.e. [e] is the default 

variant, which is lowered under certain conditions). Thus, we get: 

ħilwe ‘pretty’, mixtilfe ‘different’, but ʒaːmʕa ‘university’, ruxsˤa ‘licence’.   

Third generation speakers use a fudged form that consists of urban Palestinian phonology and 

Jordanian phonetics. They thus raise the ending /a/ everywhere except after velarised, 

emphatic and pharyngeal sounds, and the phonetic property of the raised vowel is [ɛ], 

cardinal vowel 3.5 

 
5 It is worth noting that the urban Palestinian phonological pattern is identical to the pattern found in all city 
dialects in the Levant region. It is therefore possible to consider the development found in Amman as an 
example of regional koineisation. The choice of a Jordanian-type of raising, to [ɛ], can be explained by the fact 
that it is a majority feature in Jordan as a whole. At the same time, extreme raising is a marked feature. For 



 All of the features that have been analysed so far, fifteen in total, show stable usage, 

and clear structure in their correlation with the linguistic and social factors.6 One feature that 

stands out as continuing to show characteristics of a diffuse status is the conjugation of the 

imperfect of the two verbs dealt with in this chapter, as will be explained presently.  

<5. The imperfect of ʔakal ‘to eat’ and ʔaxað ‘to take’>  

  The pool of data for this feature was primarily obtained through elicitation. This is 

because not all forms occurred in the interviews. The tokens that were obtained through free 

speech were unevenly distributed; most of them were first-person singular and plural forms, 

with some third-person forms but very few second- person forms. The forms that occurred in 

free speech confirmed the existence of variability within the speech of the same speaker as 

well as across speakers.  

To obtain the full paradigm of conjugations for each verb, a subset of the sample of 

speakers were prompted to provide the required forms at the end of the interview. A third 

verb, liʕib ‘to play’, which has one invariable form of conjugation, was used first, to get the 

speakers acquainted with the task and to divert their attention as much as possible from the 

precise aspect of variation being elicited. In total, we were able to obtain the full paradigms 

from 105 speakers for EAT, of whom 88 are third and fourth generations; and 83 speakers for 

TAKE, of whom 72 are third and fourth generations.7   

Currently two basic paradigms for the conjugation of imperfect EAT and TAKE are 

used in Amman:  

• Paradigm I, conjugation with /aː/ in the first syllable  

• Paradigm II, conjugation with /oː/ in the first syllable 

 
detailed analysis of the feminine ending and other developments in the third generation, see Al-Wer 2002, 2003, 
2007, 2020). 
6 These include the interdental phonemes, /ʤ/, negative polarity items, pronominal suffixes. 
7 The disparity in the figures for the two verbs is due to samples which were discarded because of 
misunderstanding on the part of participants or gaps in their responses. 



Examples 1 and 2 below illustrate these paradigms. Note that the imperfect forms of 

all verbs in Levantine dialects, including Jordanian and Palestinian, begin with the 

prefix b-, which denotes present indicative mood.  

1. b-ta:kol ‘she eats’ or ‘you(SM) eat’ 

2. b-to:kil ~ b-to:kol ‘she eats’ or ‘you(SM) eat’ 

Input from the Jordanian side only has the /oː/ forms in the first syllable and /i/ in the second 

syllable, i.e. bto:kil (see further below). This form is invariably used in all traditional 

Jordanian dialects and has been so for at least one hundred years. Evidence can be found in 

Bergsträsser’s atlas of 1915, which shows that all Jordanian dialects conjugate with /oː/ only. 

This is confirmed in contemporary research in various parts of Jordan (see Herin & Al-Wer, 

forthcoming). Bergsträsser’s atlas shows that urban and rural Palestinian dialects, including 

the dialect of Nablus, also have /oː/ forms for the most part. The exceptions, according to 

Bergsträsser’s atlas, are the dialects of Jerusalem, Hebron and Gaza, all of which are marked 

in this atlas as having /aː/ in the conjugation of these verbs, i.e. Paradigm I (for Palestinian 

dialects, see also Seeger 2011; Geva-Kleinberger & Behnstedt 2019). Our research in 

Amman contains interviews with speakers whose families hail from these cities. The data we 

have corroborate the atlas data regarding Gaza and Hebron but not Jerusalem; several older 

speakers who moved to Amman from Jerusalem during the late 1940s and 1950s use /oː/ 

variably with /aː/ in our data. It is possible that what Bergsträsser’s atlas captured in 1915 is 

variation and possibly change in the direction of /aː/ in Jerusalem. In any case, based on the 

atlas data and interviews with early immigrants from various Palestinian cities, we can 

confirm that the Palestinian dialects that were transplanted in Amman were already variable 

with respect to this feature. In summary, input to the formation of the Amman dialect from 

the Jordanian side manifests only /oː/ in the first syllable, while input from the Palestinian 

side includes both possibilities /oː/ and /aː/.  



In addition to variation in the realisation of the vowel in the first syllable of the 

imperfect forms of these verbs, the input dialects differ in the realisation of the vowel in the 

second syllable. As mentioned above, the traditional Jordanian dialects have /i/ only while the 

Palestinian dialects have /o/ in the second syllable in the forms for 2SM, 3SF and 1P, as 

illustrated in examples 3&4.  

  Jordanian urban Palestinian 

3. 2SM/3SF b-toːkil  b-toːkol or b-taːkol ‘you eat’  ‘she eats 

    

4. 1P  b-noːkil  b-noːkol or b-naːkol ‘we eat’    

 

A further difference between the input dialects concerns the conjugations of 3SM and 3P 

forms, as illustrated in examples 5&6. Input from Jordanian has no Yod, /j/, in these forms. 

   Jordanian urban Palestinian 

5. 3SM b-oːkil  b-yoːkol or b-yaːkol 

6. 3P  b-oːklu  b-yoːklu or b-yaːklu 

The Yod in these forms is present in the imperfect 3SM and 3P stem of all verbs, which 

functions as a subjunctive form; thus, yiktib ‘he write’, yaːkul ‘he eat’, yaːxuð ‘he take’. 

Broadly speaking, the indicative is formed by adding the prefix b-, with elision of /j/ in 

certain phonological environments, depending on the dialect. Traditional Jordanian dialects 

omit /j/ in the indicative for all verbs; whereas urban Palestinian dialects typically only omit 

/j/ in open syllables, except in the two verbs yaːkul ‘eat’ and yaːxuð ‘take’ (on this feature, 

see Al-Wer 2014). 

To recap, upon transplantation in Amman, the input varieties to the formation of the new 

dialect differed in three aspects:  



(i) The paradigm of conjugation they used. While input from Jordanian follows 

Paradigm II invariably, i.e. conjugation with a rounded vowel /oː/, input from the 

Palestinian side contains both paradigms, i.e. variably /aː/ or /oː/.  

(ii) The quality of the vowel in the second syllable, /i/ in Jordanian versus /o/ in 

Palestinian.  

(iii) Presence or absence of Yod, /j/, in 3SM and 3P.  

These points are summarised in the figure below. 

 

 

 

Typical forms in the input varieties Jordanian Urban Palestinian 

Paradigm I, conjugation with /a:/ in first syllable  ✔ 

Paradigm II, conjugation with /o:/ in first 

syllable 

✔ ✔ 

/i/ in second syllable ✔  

/o/ in second syllable  ✔ 

Yod in 3SM and 3P  ✔ 

 

In the contact situation in Amman, these differences have produced six different forms 

for the 3SM conjugation alone, and twenty different morphological forms for each verb 

altogether, instead of the six or seven forms for each of the verbs in the input dialects, as will 

be explained later. The sheer number of options available in the social environment in 

Amman is a major aspect of complexity in the case of these verbs, which is likely to be the 

primary cause of the delay found in the focussing of this feature (see section 7).  



<6. Historical development of ʔakal and ʔaxað and distribution in Arabic dialects> 

Paradigm I, conjugation with /aː/, is the one found in the vast majority of Arabic 

varieties, including Classical Arabic. The historical development of this form is 

straightforward. It is assumed to be as follows:  

• The imperfect stems /jaʔkul/ ‘he eats’, /jaʔxuð/ ‘he takes’, first lost the glottal 

stop, followed by compensatory lengthening of the preceding vowel yielding 

/jaːkul/, /jaːxuð/. Paradigm I is thus derived from these stems.  

On the other hand, the derivation of Paradigm II is peculiar, in both its historical development 

and its geographical distribution. Based on the descriptions of Arabic varieties available so 

far, conjugation with /oː/ in these verbs is only found in the following locations: three 

peripheral areas in Arabia, namely Marib and Dathina in Yemen (Behnstedt 1985; Landberg 

1901, cited in Behnstedt 1985) and Khabura in Oman (Brockett 1985), and in Jordanian and 

Palestinian dialects (Southern Levantine dialects). 

There is as yet no satisfactory account for the historical development of this 

paradigm, nor for its geographical distribution.8 For the purposes of this chapter, it is 

sufficient to note that Paradigm II is quite unusual and rare in Arabic dialects. It is also 

important to point out that none of the major and dominant city dialects in either Syria or 

Lebanon has this form. At the regional level, it can be described as a localised feature. As 

pointed out in Al-Wer (2007, 2020), the formation of the Amman dialect is also influenced 

by pan-Levantine koine forms. In the case of the verbs under discussion in this chapter, the 

 
8 From a historical perspective, the /oː/ forms cannot be accounted for through assuming derivation from the 
classical root yaʔkul. A possible alternative, suggested to us by the late Peter Behnstedt and Manfred Woidich, 
for which we are grateful, is derivation from an obsolete root, something like yawkul > yoːkul. This however 
does not account for its peculiar geographical distribution. In particular, it does not account for the concentration 
in a particular part of the Levant and in a particular sub-type, southern Levantine. The concentration in southern 
Levantine may be attributed to substratal influence. Uri Horesh, personal communication, suggested that one 
possible substrate is Canaanite. In the only surviving descendent of Canaanite, namely Hebrew, the verb ‘to eat’ 
does indeed have a back rounded vowel, historically /o:/, which is shortened in modern Hebrew yoxal ‘he will 
eat’. We thank Uri Horesh for this suggestion, which we intend to explore further.  
 



koine forms would be Paradigm I. The sum of the factors outlined in this section would 

render Paradigm II particularly susceptible to levelling out in contact situations, as seems to 

be happening in Amman, albeit at a slow rate.  

  



 

<7. Range of variation in the Amman data> 

 To understand the range of variation found in the data from Amman in relation to the 

input dialects, we shall firstly list the paradigms of conjugation of these verbs in the input 

dialects. The morphological patterns in each input variety are the same for both verbs, and 

therefore only the conjugations of the verb ‘to eat’ are listed below.  

 Jordanian input Palestinian input 
 
1S boːkil   baːkol 
2SM bto:kil   btoːkol, btaːkol 
2SF btoːkli   bto:kli, btaːkli 
3SM boːkil   byoːkol, bya:kol 
3SF btoːkil   btoːkol, btaːkol 
1P bnoːkil   bnoːkol, bnaːkol9 
2P btoːklu   btoːklu, btaːklu 
3P boːklu   byoːklu, byaːklu 

 

Input from Jordanian includes six different morphological forms as there is no person 

distinction in 1S and 3SM; similarly, 2SM and 3SF are identical forms. Input from the 

Palestinian dialects is a variable system with fourteen different forms; 2SM and 3SF are 

identical forms.  

The Jordanian form for 1S, boːkil is morphologically unusual since for all other verbs 

Jordanian dialects follow the regular template with /a/ in 1S derivation, e.g. baktub ‘I write’; 

baʕmal ‘I do’. As we will see later, the 1S conjugation, boːkil, is the most susceptible form to 

levelling out in the Amman data. 

 
We turn now to the range of variation found in Amman regarding the conjugation of 

these verbs, which is displayed in tables 1&2 below.   

 
9 The prefix b- assimilates to [m] in the first-person plural derivations; hence these forms are realised as 
mnoːkil, mnoːkol, mnaːkol ‘we eat’. 
 
 



 

1S 
I eat 

2SM 
you eat 

2SF 
you eat 

3SM 
he eats 

3SF 
she eats 

1P 
we eat 

2P 
you eat 

3P 
they eat 

boːkil 
baːkol 
 

btoːkil 
btoːkol 
btaːkol 

btoːkli 
btaːkli 

boːkil 
bo:kol 
byoːkol 
byoːkil 
baːkol 
byaːkol 
 
 

btoːkil 
btoːkol 
btaːkol 

bnoːkil 
bnoːkol 
bnaːkol 

btoːklu 
btaːklu 

boːklu 
byoːklu 
baːklu 
byaːklu 

Table 1: Range of variation of EAT in Amman 

1S 
I take 

2SM 
you take 

2SF 
you eat 

3SM 
he takes 

3SF 
she takes 

1P 
we take 

2P 
you take 

3P 
they take 

boːxid 
baːxod 
 

btoːxid 
btoːxod 
btaːxod 

btoːxdi 
btaːxdi 

boːxid 
bo:xod 
byoːxod 
byoːxid 
baːxod 
byaːxod 
 
 

btoːxid 
btoːxod 
btaːxod 

bnoːxid 
bnoːxod 
bnaːxod 

btoːxdu 
btaːxdu 

boːxdu 
byoːxdu 
baːxdu 
byaːxdu 

Table 2: Range of variation of TAKE in Amman.10  

The first observation about these data is the number of forms used. There are 22 

different morphological forms, instead of the 20 forms inherited from the input dialects. One 

of the new derivations is 3SM byoːkil ‘he eats’. This new form contains the Yod typical of 

Palestinian dialects, but also /i/ in the second syllable, which is characteristic of Jordanian 

dialects. This form is thus morphologically ‘fudged’ (cf. Trudgill 1986). Interestingly, we do 

not get fudged forms of the type /a:/ in the first syllable and /i/ in the second, e.g. *b-yaːkil. 

The indicative form yaːkil, without b- prefix, does occur in Jordanian Arabic but only in the 

dialects of the non-Levantine type, namely those that are collectively referred to in Arabic 

dialectology as Bedouin dialects. Such dialects are spoken in all regions throughout Jordan, 

but they have virtually no influence in the making of the Amman dialect. Most importantly, 

 
10 [d] is a variant of /ð/ in Amman Arabic. We use this variant in the spelling of all derivations for convenience, 
irrespective of which variant the speakers used. 
 



as non-urban dialects they tend to be stigmatised in urban contexts, such as Amman. It is 

possible that the absence of such forms, viz. a combination of /aː/ in the first syllable and /i/ 

in the second syllable, relates to the social stigmatisation of Bedouin dialects of which this 

form is a stereotype. 

Another new derivation is 3P form baːklu ‘they eat’. The emergence of this form is 

most likely connected with developments in the singular form baːkol. In the input from 

Palestinian dialects this form indicated only 1S but in Amman it is also used as an option for 

3SM; thus, baːkol can now mean ‘he eats’ as well as ‘I eat’ (see further below). The new 3P 

form baːklu ‘they eat’ is morphologically the plural form of this innovative 3SM use of 

baːkol ‘he eats’. The process involved in this development is a type of regularisation by 

analogy (cf. Trudgill 2006). In the input we get singular boːkol ‘he eats’ and plural boːklu 

‘they eat; by analogy, the form baːklu ‘they eat’ emerges as the plural form of innovative 

baːkul ‘he eats’. 

Turning now to the innovative use of ba:kul as a 3SM form in place of or in addition 

to bya:kol ‘he eats’, we notice two developments. Firstly, Yod is dropped from the original 

3SM form bya:kol yielding ba:kol. This development is analogous to the dropping of Yod in 

third person forms in other verbs, which is common in Amman, e.g. byilʕab > bilʕab ‘he 

plays’; byikitbu > bikitbu ‘they write’ (see Al-Wer 2014). The outcome of the dropping of 

Yod in bya:kol is merger with the 1S form ba:kol.11 Secondly, the function of ba:kol is 

expanded: in addition to this form’s original assignment for 1S, it is now assigned to both 1S 

and 3SM. We suggest that this development is a form of reallocation on the basis that the 

form ba:kol  has been refuntionalised.12   

 
11Based on earlier stages of the research in Amman, Al-Wer (2014) maintains that dropping of Yod was least 
likely in EAT and TAKE precisely because it led to the merger of 1S and 3SM. Therefore, the occurrence of 
forms without Yod in these verbs in the current data is an indication that this constraint has been broken. 
12 Reallocation normally refers to cases where more than one variant survives the koineisation process, and are 
redistributed and/or refunctionalised in the new system (see Britain & Trudgill 2005: 184; Kerswill 2003).  Also 
see Al-Wer & Herin (2011) on reallocation of variants of /q/ in Amman.  



<8. Results and discussion 

 Earlier we pointed out that the input dialects differ in the realisation of vowels in both 

syllables of these verbs in the imperfect conjugations, namely /oː/ versus /oː/ or /aː/ in the 

first syllable, and /i/ versus /o/ in the second syllable. It has also been pointed out that 3SM 

and 3P have variants with or without /j/. In this article we present the results of the analysis of 

variation in the first syllable and in relation to two factors only, generation and heritage 

dialect. 

 Figures 1 and 2 show the percentage use of /aː/ versus /oː/ in the whole sample.  

 

   

Figure 1. 
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Figure 2. 

We notice in these figures a clear trend towards transition from conjugation along Paradigm 

II (with /oː/) to Paradigm I (with /aː/). The transition however is not uniform but seems to 

happen piecemeal: the most advanced transition is in 1S for both verbs, showing almost 

categorical usage of the forms baːkul ‘I eat’ and baːxod ‘I take’. Recall that /oː/ in 1S 

conjugation occurs only in the Jordanian input. It is an absolute minority form and as such is 

also extremely salient, which explains its high susceptibility to change (cf. Trudgill 1986; 

Britain 2010). In the rest of the paradigm, the rate of occurrence of the incoming variant /aː/ 

is fairly advanced, hovering around 70% for ‘eat’ and 75% for ‘take’. However, for ‘eat’, the 

3SM and 3P forms lag behind at rates of 65% and 68%, respectively. This is likely to be 

connected with the number of options available. Recall that 3SM and 3P have more forms 

available in the original mix, with or without /j/, in addition to /oː/ versus /aː/ (see section 6). 

The rate of occurrence of Paradigm I is higher for the verb ‘to take’; the transition is almost 

complete for 1S, and 74%-78% for the rest of the forms. Here too we notice that the rates for 

3SM and 3P are slighly lower than the average. While focussing in TAKE is faster than EAT, 

both verbs show a similar pattern across the paradigm as a whole, which is an indication that 

the speakers treat the developments in both verbs as one feature. 
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The role of generation and dialectal heritage 

One of the interesting aspects in the process of dialect formation in Amman is the 

layering of the social correlates across the generations, as well as the emergence of new 

social variables. For instance, the variable (q) has two competing variants: local Jordanian [ɡ] 

and urban Palestinian [ʔ]. In the first generation, dialectal background is the strongest 

predictor of the occurrence of (q) variants. In the second generation, gender emerges as a 

major factor that interacts with dialect heritage in constraining speakers’ linguistic behaviour. 

In the third generation, style and type of profession emerge as additional factors, and dialectal 

heritage is relegated to an even lower ranking among the social correlates (for details, see Al-

Wer & Herin 2011). In another variable, namely the 2P pronominal suffix -kum, dialectal 

heritage plays no role at all in the behaviour of the third generation (for details see Al-Wer 

2003).  

Figures 3 and 4 show a breakdown of the results for the two verb paradigms by 

dialectal heritage, combining all generations.  

 

Figure 3. 
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Figure 4. 

As can be seen, the speakers who have a Palestinian dialectal heritage are overall 

ahead of the speakers with Jordanian heritage in using the incoming feature /aː/ for both 

verbs. This group’s lowest score is 70%, while in the case of Jordanian heritage it is 62%. 

Notice that in EAT the lowest scores for both groups are again those of 3SM, and for the 

Palestinian heritage 3P as well, i.e. the conjugations with more options in the input.  

To see the effect of heritage across generations, let us first consider Figure 5 which 

shows the results for EAT in the second generation by heritage. As mentioned earlier, the 

sample of speakers that supplied the full paradigm of EAT and TAKE are predominantly 

from the third and fourth generations. The sample however also includes 11 speakers from 

the second generation, 6 of whom are Jordanian heritage.  
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Figure 5. 

Bearing in mind the much smaller sample, these results clearly show that heritage 

dialect has a considerable effect in this generation. The incoming variant, conjugation with 

/aː/ is used considerably less by 2nd generation who have a Jordanian dialectal heritage, and 

the trend towards this paradigm is led by the speakers with Palestinian heritage for all 

conjugations. Recall that /aː/ forms had been available in the Palestinian environment prior to 

immigration to Amman. We also notice that the use of the unusual Jordanian derivation 1S 

boːkol is already reduced by half in the speech of those who would have inherited it from 

their parents (Jordanian heritage), while it is not used at all by the other group (Palestinian 

heritage).  

Let us now look at the younger generations. Figures 6 and 7 display the results of the 

third and fourth generations by heritage dialect.  
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Figure 6. 

 

 

Figure 7 

These figures show that the gap between the two groups is considerably narrower 

compared with the second generation. For 1S, the unique Jordanian form boːkil is almost 

completely levelled out. A plausible reason is that the Jordanian group change their 

behaviour in the direction of the koine form baːkul. For the Palestinian group, which never 

had the boːkil ‘I eat’ variant, it is simply a case of maintenance of a heritage form, which 

happens to be identical to the pan-Levantine form. The rest of the forms however tell a rather 
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different story. For the Jordanian group, we see an increase in the use of /aː/ forms, but not to 

the same extent as for 1S. This is consistent with the general trajectory of change. However, 

for the Palestinian group, the younger speakers actually reduce the amount of /aː/ in 

comparison to the older speakers, moving in the opposite direction to the general trajectory. 

In doing so, they reduce the heritage gap seen in the previous generation, aligning their 

linguistic behaviour with their Jordanian counterparts. The difference between these forms 

and the 1S can be attributed to the fact that both /aː/ and /oː/ variants were available in the 

input dialect from Palestinian. Although the end result is a fairly homogeneous pattern, the 

effect of dialect heritage is still discernable from the existence of variation except for the 

disparity between the 1S form, exclusively with /aː/, and the rest of the paradigm, 

maintaining variation between /aː/ and /oː/.  

The remaining important question which emerges from this investigation concerns the 

nature of the variation between the /aː/ and /oː/ forms in the younger generations, since 

dialectal heritage is no longer a significant factor. In ongoing research we investigate the 

possible effects of factors such as gender, type of education and place of residence. However, 

this is a complex issue which we cannot resolve here. The results for individual speakers 

often reveal disparities between different parts of the paradigm, which do not appear to form 

a coherent pattern, e.g. /aː/ in 3SF and /oː/ in 3SM or vice versa. Moreover, the elicitation 

method obscures the potential for intra-speaker variation. Indeed, evidence from free speech 

indicates that some speakers are inconsistent in their use of /aː/ and /oː/ variants for the same 

element of the paradigm (also with respect to other features such as presence or absence of /j/ 

and the quality of the vowel in the second syllable). For instance, several speakers use more 

than one variant of  ‘he eats’: boːkil, boːkol, byoːkil, byoːkol, bya:kol, ba:kul.  

<8. Conclusion> 



The developments with respect to the verbs discussed in this chapter can be construed 

in the following ways. Firstly, from the perspective of the traditional Jordanian dialects, these 

developments can be seen as a complication in the sense that there is now more than one 

possible form for the conjugation of the first, second and third person; altogether there are 

now 22 different forms, instead of the six forms used in the traditional dialects outside 

Amman. At the same time, the split of 1S and 3SM leads to regularisation of person 

representation: each person is assigned a unique form; 3SM form boːkil is maintained and 

assigned exclusively to 3SM; and the form baːkul, which emerged as a result of the contact 

situation, is assigned exclusively to 1S. Hence there is a reduction in meaning-form 

assignments.  

Secondly, from the perspective of the Palestinian dialects, the mixed pattern which was 

transplanted in Amman has become more complex (as a result of contact, more forms are 

available in the environment). 

The net result of these developments is a high degree of dialect levelling in which 

Jordanian versus Palestinian heritage is no longer a determining factor. At the same time, the 

continued variation between /aː/ and /oː/ forms, roughly 3:1, clearly indicates that the 

younger generations have not yet settled on a fixed set of forms for the paradigms of these 

two verbs. While some aspects of this variation remain perplexing, as observed at the end of 

the previous section, their very existence underlines the hypothesis that the variation in the 

paradigms of these two verbs is still in a state of flux a century after the initial cohabitation of 

the two heritage communities. 
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