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Some Considerations on ‘The Matrix Model’ for Written Arabic 
under the Influence of Hebrew in Israel1

Abstract

The following article is devoted to the suitability of the Matrix Model, when studying 
Hebrew influence on Written Arabic. This model defines originally the frames for code-
switching2 within bilingual conversations.

Introduction

Languages in a bilingual environment borrow from each other.3 This means that 
elements of one language appear in the other. The situation that makes possible a borrowing 
is when speakers of two distinctly different languages are in contact on a daily basis. 
This contact is at hand when the same persons use both languages alternatively on the 
same time and in the same place.4 It has been observed that when one language is 
clearly dominant in several domains of the daily life of the speakers, this language will 

1 With the generous support of the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet) and due to the hospitality of 
the Moshe Dayyan Center at Tel Aviv University I am 2007-9 able to conduct research on the thrilling subject 
of contact induced grammatical change. I would like to express my gratitude to several colleagues at Uppsala 
and Tel Aviv Universities, foremost of all these to prof. Eyal Zizzer, Associate Prof. Witold Witakowski, Dr. Tal 
Davidovich, Director Chaim Gal, prof. Ilai Alon and Phd-student Michael Barak. Last, but not least, I wish to 
thank prof. Carol Myers-Scotton for her encouraging remarks. 

2 Code-switching is when bilingual persons switch from one language to another, possibly within a single sentence, 
in: V. F r o m k i n, R. R o d m a n, and N. H y a m s, (2003), An Introduction to Language (Boston), 489.

3 Borrowing’ is defined as “The incorporation of a loan word from one language to another”, in: F r o m k i n 
et al., (2003), Introduction, 576.

4 U. We i n r e i c h, (1953), Languages in Contact, (The Hague), 1; S.G. T h o m a s o n, (2001), Language 
Contact: an Introduction, (Washington D.C.), 1.
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exert greater influence on the subordinate language than vice versa.5 Some of the social 
factors that have been observed as reasons behind the acceptance of this influence are 
the cultural dominance of the donor language as well as a prestige-function, where the 
use of the borrowings renders association with speakers of the dominant language.6 

The contact linguistic field of Arabic and Hebrew

The above written also seems to be the case in the contact linguistic field of Arabic 
and Hebrew in Israel, where Amarah explains the willingness of Arab-Israelis, especially 
younger generations, to master Hebrew, with its “symbolic function”, that is it “symbolizes 
the desire and aspiration to associate oneself with the modern outside world”.7 The Arab 
Israelis learn Hebrew in the basic school from the first grade as a national language and 
not as a foreign language,8 as well as through, in varying degrees, informal contacts with 
those who speak Hebrew.9 The Arab Israelis need to learn Hebrew for pragmatic reasons: 
they need this language for work, in order to attain service from public officials and for 
higher studies.10 These factors result in a considerable Hebrew influence on the Modern 
Colloquial Arabic (MCA) in Israel. 

This influence has its strongest argument in all the ‘lexical borrowings’ from the 
Hebrew language and culture, as in the following examples: The Arab Israelis switch 
a traditional Arabic word or expression with a Hebrew equivalent (تقليدي ;מודרני – حديث 
 The result of influence, if the word already 11.(כדי – لان ;אינפורמציה – معلومات ;קונבנציונאלי –
exists in Arabic, could be a change in meaning (حشده ف الامتحان :חשד/عدم نزاهة الامتحان). 
Sometimes Hebrew simplifies when several words in Arabic is replaced with only one 
in Hebrew (בגרות – شهادة الثاية العامة ;סמינריון – الحلقةالدر اسية). It is also possible to view this 
influence in fusions of Arabic and Hebrew (טעים/اكل شهي ;דלק محطة – תחנת דלק /محطة وقود 

 ;12(حركوت – حركات-رحركة) or even in changes in morphology or syntax ,(اكل طعيم – אוכל

 5 T. K a u f m a n  & S.G. T h o m a s o n, (1988), Language Contact, Creolization, and Genetic Linguistics, 
(Berkley), 67–8.

 6 N.C. D o r i a n, (ed.), (1989), Investigating Obsolescence: Studies in Language Contraction and Death 
(Cambridge), 287–312 and 41–51; T. K a u f m a n  et. al. (1988), Language Contact, 44 ff.

 7 M.H. A m a r a h, (2002), The Place of Arabic in Israel, “International Journal of Social Languages” 158 
(2002): p. 62.

 8 M. W i n t e r, (1981), בעיות יסוד במערכת החינו, in A. L a y i s h , (ed.), ערבים בישראל: רציפות ותמורה, (Jerusalem), 
pp. 168–179.

 9 R. C o o p e r, & B. S p o l s k y, (1991), The Languages of Jerusalem (Oxford).
10 M.H. A m a r a h, & B. S p o l s k y, (1986), The Diffusion and Integration of Hebrew and English Lexical 

Items in Spoken Arabic in an Israeli Village, “Anthropological Linguistics” 28 (1), pp. 43–58.
11 These borrowings from Hebrew may, as in the examples above, be preceded by borrowings to Hebrew from 

different European languages.
12 This example actually conforms to the rulings of the Matrix (see below). It is a question of “lexically internal 

relations”. C. M y e r s - S c o t t o n, (1993), Dwelling Languages: Grammatical Structure in Codeswitching (New 
York): 77.
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 As another possibility, Arabic grammar remains and 13.(טבלה ال ליגה مش لل נוער لل מבוגרים?
is applied on a borrowing in Hebrew (قسمته ;لغتي احزق من لغته – חזק יותר /اقوى منه في اللغة/ 
14.(حلقته – חילקתי אותו

There is also terminology from Israeli society (مكبي ;بنك هبواليم ;هستدروت) as well as 
direct translations of expressions in Hebrew (بئير شيبع – באר שבע ;الجليل الاعلى – הגליל העליון) 
or (עבודה שחורה: for untaxed labour; כסף שחור: for untaxed money).15

Hebrew influence is also observable in Written Arabic in Israel.

On borrowings

Perhaps the most obvious form of borrowing is in the lexicon, where the dominant 
language, the donor, donates words or morphemes into the receiving language system.16 
Indeed, the lexicon is where borrowings take place before any kind of structural borrowing 
(morphosyntax).17 H a u g e n  has divided these borrowed elements into the following: 
I.) Loanwords, which includes both form and meaning including also phonological 
integration, at least partly; II.) Loan blends, where we find combinations of foreign and 
native forms, as in English co-worker; III.) Loan shifts, with foreign meanings translated 
into the native language, as superman from German Übermensch.18 Further, loanwords 
could be classified into 1.) Additions, where labels for new concepts that are new in the 
culture are introduced, and; 2.) Substitutions, where existing labels are replaced with 
foreign ones.19 

Grammatical elements may also be borrowed from one language to another. In that 
case, it seems that the association of certain grammatical elements to the donor language 
matters profoundly. The more closely the association is of these elements to the donor 

13 This phenomenon is also noted in general linguistics. A morphological or syntactical influence as presented 
here denotes a high level of knowledge of the foreign language, while single lexical borrowings, as e.g. Arabic 
words in Hebrew, signifies a more casual contact. Structural borrowings (morphology, syntax) signifies a higher 
level of linguistic contact. See T. K a u f m a n n  and S.G. T h o m a s o n  (1988), Language Contact, Creolization 
and Genetic Linguistics (Berkley) 67, 74–76. 

14 Other examples on morphological adaptations are presented in R. T a l m o n, (2000), Arabic as a Minority 
Language in Israel, in J. O w e n s, (ed), (2000), Arabic as a Minority Language, Contributions to the Sociology 
of Language 83 (Berlin & New York): 216–17.

15 M.A. A m a r a h, (1995), Hebrew and English Lexical reflections of Socio-Political Changes in Palstinian 
Arabic, “Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development” 15(6): pp. 165–172; E. B e n - R a f a e l, (1994), 
Language, Identity and Social Division: the Case of Israel (Oxford). According to Talmon, ‘Minority Language’, 
215, the Druze and the Bedouins of Galilee are two Arab speaking communities in Israel that most readily 
incorporate Hebraisms into their Arabic. For a general survey of linguistic coexistence of Hebrew and Arabic in 
Israel see N. K i n b e r g  & R. T a l m o n, (1994), Learning of Arabic by Jews and the Use of Hebrew among 
Arabs in Israel, “Indian Journal of Applied Linguistics”, vol. 20, no. 1-2, pp. 37–54. 

16 T. K a u f m a n n  et al. (1988), Language Contact, 48 and 76 ff.
17 Ibid. 20–21. Thomason, Language Contact, 69.
18 E. H a u g e n, (1950), The Analysis of Linguistic Borrowing, “Language” 26, pp. 211–20.
19 F.W. F i e l d, (2002), Linguistic Borrowing in Bilingual Contexts (Amsterdam), 9.



TORKEL LINDQUIST60

language the more difficult they will be to borrow.20 Previous studies conclude that it will 
be there, in the grammar, that the least extended borrowings should be taking place.21 

When it comes to linguistic factors, there are two in particular that either play a role 
of encouraging borrowing or inhibiting it. ‘Frequency’, that is how often particular items 
occur in the donor or receiving language, does matter. It goes both ways: the more 
the item appears in the donor language, the more likely it will appear as a borrowing. 
However, the more frequent an item appears in a receiving language the less likely it is 
that this item will be replaced with a corresponding item from the donor language. The 
second important linguistic factor deals with (formal) ‘equivalence’. Equivalence pertains 
to word classes, where the forms or structures as well as functions of the borrowing 
language must be equivalent in the receiving language to those of the donor language, 
and, where this equivalence will either promote or inhibit borrow ability.22 

Not all parts of language are borrowed as freely. The scale of borrowing depends 
on each individual language.23 In general the borrowing language will borrow more 
frequently content items, than grammatical items. Further, grammatical words will be 
borrowed more frequently than will inflectional affixes.24

The structure of borrowing

A structural question when studying borrowings from one language into another is 
whether these borrowings are unlimited, or if there are restrictions as to what may and 
may not be borrowed. If, again, there are structural restrictions, it is of interest to find 
what these are and if they are of universal validity or only ruling the languages under 
examination.25 

A number of previous studies have all focused on rules governing what can be borrowed. 
Fredric W. F i e l d, for one, argues for a set of ‘Principles of System Compatibility and 

20 E. H a u g e n, (1950), The Analysis, pp. 224–25.
21 S. R o m a i n e, (1995), Bilingualism, (Cambridge 2nd ed.) 64.
22 P. M u y s k e n  and R. Va n  H o u t, (1994), Modelling Lexical Borrowability, “Language Borrowability 

and Change”, 6 (1), 39–62; U. We i n r e i c h, (1953), Languages in Contact (The Hague), 61. ‘Frequency’ and 
‘equivalence’ are but two important linguistic factors. Also, when it comes to ‘frequency’, this argument has to be 
tested against counterarguments. One such counterargument is that an item has to be relevant for the borrowing 
language, otherwise its’ frequency does not matter. P. M u y s k e n  et al. (1994), Modelling, 52–54. Another 
counterargument deals with basic vocabulary that is very frequent in nature but obviously resistant to change. 
These are items of kinship, body parts as well as some daily activities. ‘Equivalence’ is on the other hand relevant 
only in a comparison of two markedly separate languages and can result only in a table or scale of sliding values. 
With such a multitude of language users, a claim for exactitude cannot be scientifically certain. That is, it is not 
possible to verify absolutely that a borrowing will always take place.

23 F i e l d, (2002), Linguistic Borrowing, 34 ff.
24 B. C o m r i e, (1989), Language Universals and Linguistic Typology (Chicago), 209–10.
25 Similarities found in two languages in contact could of course also be the result of common linguistic 

ancestry, or of an internal and similar, even parallel, development in each language. A. S a x e n a, (1997), Internal 
and External Factors in Language Change: Aspects in Tibeto-Kinnauri (Uppsala): 3.
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System Incompatibility’. According to him, it is the morphological typology that places 
constraints on the possibility of borrowing features from another language.26 

The Matrix Model

M y e r s - S c o t t o n, whose theory is the main focus of argument for this article, 
in her systematic approach to the problem, believes that each individual in the same 
bilingual context shares the same underlying cognitive process that, then, shapes a matrix 
language27 or perhaps a system of a base language that will determine in what way 
borrowings may take place.28

A Matrix is also found in other models for code-switching.29 This kind of model stands 
in opposition to models that give that code-switching is symmetrical, where each language 
takes equal part in the shaping of an utterance.30 The general idea of M y e r s - S c o t t o n 
is that one of the two languages is considered the basic language into which elements 
from the other language is embedded.31 The Matrix produces the hidden rulings that will 
determine word order as well as any appearance of ‘system morphemes’ (grammatical 
morphemes).32 Phonology is yet a possibility of the matrix.33

The Matrix Model of M y e r s - S c o t t o n  was exemplified with a database consisting 
of recorded conversations in Nairobi, Kenya, and the two languages involved are English 
and Swahili, where Swahili is borrowing from English. The Matrix Language determines 
the underlying structure of any utterance, including inserted foreign material (borrowings). 

26 F.W. F i e l d s, (2002), Linguistic Borrowing in Bilingual Contexts (Amsterdam), 40–46.
27 There is experimental support for the theory of a Matrix language. Subjects heard a sentence including 

both Chinese and English elements. They were asked, and able, to identify the sentence either as English or 
Chinese. M y e r s - S c o t t o n, (1993), Dwelling Languages, 70. Myers-Scotton defines ML as “the language of 
more morphemes in interaction types including intrasentential CS”. Ibid. 68.

28 M y e r s - S c o t t o n, (1993), Dwelling Languages, 68 ff., 117. In a conversation the ML does not have to 
remain the same language. The so called Embedded Language might alternatively be ML. Ibid. 69–70.

29 L. B o u m a n s  (1998), The Syntax of Codeswitching: Analysing Moroccan Arabic/Dutch Conversation 
(Nijmegen) PhD, pp. 65–81; P. M u y s k e n, (2000), Bilingual Speech: A Typology of Code-Mixing 
(Cambridge).

30 H a u g e n, (1950), The Analysis, p. 211. P. M u y s k e n, (1995), Code-Switching and Grammatical Theory, 
in L. M i l r o y  and P. M u y s k e n, (eds.), One Speaker, Two Languages: Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives on 
Code-Switching (Cambridge), 177–198.

31 M y e r s - S c o t t o n, (1993), Dwelling Languages (New York), 3, 20, 75.
32 C. M y e r s - S c o t t o n, (1995), A Lexically Based Model of Code-Switching, in L. M i l r o y  et al., One 

Speaker, Two Languages, 233–256.
33 Sometimes, phonological borrowings are hardly recognisable. Extreme examples are found in some European 

loanwords into Sino-Tibetan Languages or vice versa. A more comprehensible example is found in the Spanish 
borrowing from Arabic of in šā’ Allāh (If God wants) into Spanish Ojalá (I hope). In his study of Bedouin 
municipality officials in the Negev town of Rahat, Henkin notes a phonetic influence from Oriental Hebrew. 
R. H e n k i n, (1997), Code mixing in the Negev Bedouin city of Rahat, in M. B a r - A s h e r, (ed.), 1997, Language 
Traditions and Jewish Languagaes IX–XI (Jerusalem) 363–381 (in Hebrew).
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Any inserted element should, according to this, not exhibit markers from the donor 
language, but are rather governed by the Matrix Language.34

M y e r s - S c o t t o n  prefers the term code-switching to describe the process of 
borrowing, in which bilinguals select forms from an embedded variety in utterances of 
a matrix variety. She uses the term, Matrix Language (hereafter ML), for the language 
that borrows, and, for the donor language, she prefers Embedded Language (hereafter 
EL). ML and EL constituents are morphemes that conform to the structural specifications 
of the ML hypothesis (see below). Furthermore, a third category is termed Islands. These 
are then constituents entirely of ML or EL morphology. They must be well-formed 
according to ML or EL grammar respectively and must show internal structural-dependency 
relations. The Island does not conform to the rulings of the ML, but must conform to 
syntax, like word-order. In M y e r s - S c o t t o n’s example, job small cannot constitute 
an EL (English) Island in Swahili as it is not well-formed according to English word-
order”.35 As such, it is a word from the donor language used as it is in that language, 
without changes. In her words: “The argument of the model presented here is that the 
ML sets the morphosyntactic frame of sentences showing CS” (Codeswitching). Deciding 
morpheme order and supplying the syntactically relevant morphemes when both languages 
appear together are what is intended with setting the frame. The division between system 
(grammatical) and content morphemes36 is the major organizing device the matrix uses 
in setting the frame.37 Her conclusions are the following:38

The ML provides the morphosyntactic frame for both ML and EL constituents, but 
not for Islands. This Matrix Language Hypothesis is verifiable by two principles, the 
first is that Morpheme order must not violate ML morpheme order, and the second, is 
that all syntactically relevant system morphemes must come from the ML.39

Further, the ML will, according to the Blocking Hypothesis, block the appearance 
of any EL content morphemes, which do not meet conditions of congruency with the 
lemma of ML.40

34 There are examples of the opposite case, where the syntax of the donor language is governing the inserted 
material, and not the Matrix Language. See B o u m a n s, Syntax of Codeswitching, 90–103.

35 M y e r - S c o t t o n, Dwelling Languages, 77–78.
36 A system morpheme is defined by M y e r s - S c o t t o n  as any lexical item belonging to “any category 

that behaves quantificationally in a model-theoretic semantic sense.” This includes quantifiers, determiners and 
possessive adjectives. It includes copula and do verbs, as it is neither a thematic role assigner nor thematic role 
receiver, either of which defines content morphemes (most verbs and nouns). Ibid. 100–1. For an overview of 
system versus content morphemes see also Fromkin et al., (2003), Introduction, 104.

37 M y e r s - S c o t t o n, Dwelling Languages, 57, 99.
38 Ibid. 229–230.
39 System morphemes of EL may appear if they could be construed as signalling lexically internal relations 

(e.g. plurality). Ibid. 98.
40 “First, even if the EL realizes a given grammatical category as a content morpheme, if it is realized as 

a system morpheme in the ML, the ML blocks the occurrence of the EL content morpheme. Second, the ML 
also blocks an EL content morpheme in these constituents if it is not congruent with an ML content morpheme 
counterpart in terms of thematic role assignment. At a third level, congruence between EL content morphemes and 
ML content morphemes is in terms of their discourse or pragmatic function.” Ibid. 121.
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Islands, entirely in EL, result whenever an EL morpheme is not permitted under 
either The ML hypothesis or The Blocking Hypothesis.41

Matrix Model and Written Language 

The Matrix Model, as developed by M y e r s - S c o t t o n  (1993), deals with the 
spoken language. Spoken language is, in its spontaneous nature, more apt to various 
borrowings. It goes without saying that a bilingual person will find it easier to accept 
elements from the donor language in a conversation, as the communication is instant, 
than when writing the language. This is so because the written language is a formalized, 
constructed language, bound by artificial grammatical rules that have been learnt. These 
rules make the written language more resistant to change than what is the case with the 
faster developing and more vivid spoken language. Further, the writer is to a larger or 
lesser extent aware of these rules and has, in addition to that when writing, more time 
for consideration in creating his or hers sentences. 

The Matrix Model and influence of Hebrew on Arabic

Our basic assumption is that this model could be applicable, not only on conversations, 
but also on written language.42 But is it an acceptable model when studying the influence 
of Hebrew on Arabic? Probably the best way to find the answer to that question is by 
giving some examples that then will be tried according to the model.43

The following examples all contain obvious, or highly probable, Hebrew influence on 
Written Arabic. Some cases are borrowings in the form of EL constituents (morphemes), 
while other cases are less easy to detect.44

A) Borrowings as EL constituents and as Islands
Borrowings, according to M y e r s - S c o t t o n, appear as EL constituents (morphemes) 

in the sentences of ML with the morphology of EL changed to conform to the rulings of 
the Matrix. But those that have not conformed to the rulings of the Matrix are observable 

41 Or of course entirely in ML, which is the case when no activity from EL is allowed. Ibid. 137.
42 Codeswitching is in the definition of M y e r s - S c o t t o n  clearly intended for spoken language. The basic 

principle could in our view nevertheless be applicable also in the writing. M y e r s - S c o t t o n. (1993), Dwelling 
Languages, 3.

43 In the study of M y e r s - S c o t t o n, those EL lexemes that are found in three or more conversations are 
counted as borrowed forms, while fewer occurrences are CS forms. (p. 15) This distinction is not sustained in the 
present study.

44 All the examples are found after studying a representative corpus consisting of Israeli publications in 
Arabic. These are: “Al-Faǧr al-Ǧadīd” of 1/1 2006 and 2/1 2009, “As-Salām” of 2/1 2009, “Hadīṯ an-Nās” of 
5/12 2008, “Kull al-‘Arab” of 5/12 2008, “Al-Ittiḥād” of 18–19/12 2008, “Bānōrāmā” of 5/12 2008, “Al-Aẖbār” 
2/1 2009, “Al-‘Unwān ar-Ra’īsī” of 2/1 2009, “Aṣ-Ṣinnāra” of 2/1 2009, “Ṣawt al-Ǧalīl” of 2/1 2009, “Ṣawt 
al-‘Arabī” of 2/1 2009, “Al-Markaz” of 2/1 2009, “‘Arab ad-DāẖIl” of 2/1 2009, and “Laylak” of No 110 June 
2009.
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as isolated Islands. The Islands are thus EL constituents with the EL morphology intact. 
Now, this part of the theory of M y e r s - S c o t t o n  is applicable also for written Arabic. 
We will see examples of this below. 

The orthographic signs are missing as is the normal case in media text, but if read 
out in accordance with the grammatical rules of Modern Standard Arabic these endings 
should appear with conformity to ML. But there also examples where the orthographic 
signs are not even needed in order to establish conformity with the ML. See the behaviour 
of the following examples: 

اقدمت  بلدية النلصرة على تحويل مبلغ 300 شاقل لخزينة فريق الممتازة اخا النلصرة...45

One way to establish conformity also without any orthographic sign written is in 
the numbers. Above is the currency of Israel, underlined. The pronunciation in Arabic 
of the above is šāqil. It should be read in the genitive, šāqilin (or rather šāqila as it is 
considered a diptote). Now, if we compare with the original version of the EL constituent, 
the Hebrew text on a one hundred Shekel note is me’ah šeqalim, that is ‘one hundred 
shekels’ with the currency in the plural. The ML tells us that the currency must be in the 
singular genitive after hundreds, and it is indeed. So there is, in this case, conformity to 
the rulings of ML. But there is more to it in this example. ‘Shekel’ on the 100 shekel note 
is, when written in Arabic, also in the singular, but more in accordance to the Hebrew 
word than what is found in our example above, thus the odd šīqil. What we see then in 
this example (šāqil) is conformity to ML not only by writing the EL constituent in the 
singular (and, if spelled out, in the genitive), the writer also conforms the morphology 
to an already existing pattern in Arabic, that of ism al-fā‘il. The above example is thus 
an EL constituent conforming to the morphological and syntactical rules of the Matrix. 
It is not an Island. 

Let us see but another example from the same page, this time without numbers:

في اشارة الى الوضع القائم حاليا في فريق هبوعيل كفركنا ابدى كل من...

In this example we also find the EL as a borrowed name from Israeli culture. Here, 
also, there is conformity to the Matrix in the case ending, as well as violation of it 
as the Hebrew definite article has been kept unchanged, together with something very 
close to the Hebrew phonology. Here it is found as the name of an Arab football club. 
The Hebrew article is ha-, and the origin in Hebrew is pronounced ha- pō‘el, which is 
transformed into the underlined Arabic above as ha-bō‘īl. Thus from a morphological 
aspect it is to be counted as an Island as the EL morphology seems to remain intact. 
However, if the case endings are read out it nevertheless reveals conformity to the matrix. 
The case ending would be –a, as it stands in the genitive and as it is a diptote. And, 

45 “Al-Markaz” of 2/1 2009, p. 23.
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syntactically, it furthermore conforms to the rulings of the matrix with its correct position 
in the genitive construction. The latter also qualify for an Island.46

These are but two examples that could be supported by hundreds of others in the 
examined corpus. The common denominator is that both The ML hypothesis and The 
Blocking Hypothesis according to Myers-Scotton are entirely adequate to single out Islands 
of Hebrew in Written Arabic. Borrowings of morphemes from Hebrew appear in Written 
Arabic as EL constituents, since they conform to the rulings of the Matrix not only when 
it comes to its position and function in the syntax, but also in the unseen, but present, 
case endings. Or else they appear as Islands.

So far, the Matrix Model, is suitable for examining Hebrew influence. Both of 
M y e r s - S c o t t o n’s hypothesis are met as both the order of morphemes does not 
violate ML morpheme order, and, all syntactically relevant system morphemes come 
from the ML.

But there are several areas where these rulings are simply irrelevant when studying 
Hebrew influence.

B) Word-order 
The most controversial point when it comes to the Matrix Model and its suitability 

for written Arabic is when studying word-order, or the Order of Meaningful Elements 
in the Sentence. The Matrix hypothetically sets the morpho-syntactical frame for the 
EL constituents, and, as seen in the previous examples, it may indeed do this. When, 
however, it comes to entire sentences, possibly without any EL morphemes, things turn 
problematic.

The Classical Arab grammarians did not see the order of meaningful elements in 
the sentence as a major problem to be concerned with. Their definition of sentence 
typology in Arabic is basically twofold: a verbal sentence is one beginning with a verb, 
and a nominal sentence is one beginning with a noun. Both kinds of sentences are 
grammatical. 

Also, Western authorities on Arabic such as B r o c k e l m a n n, W r i g h t, F i s c h e r, 
R e c k e n d o r f  all acknowledge this basic separation. Generally they consider both 
Classical Arabic (CA) and the modern development of Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) 
to be Verb-initial albeit with an option of SVO and even VOS order.47 

When it comes to MSA in newspapers, which is the corpus studied for this article, 
SVO seems to have preference in headlines. In a quantitative study by Parkinson, he 
presents a 92% SVO in the headlines as well as 39% in the editorials.48 We have 

46 This kind of example is common in North African Arabic/French CS. There, in identical fashion, the French 
determiner + noun fits as Island in the larger ML frame. The example given by Myers-Scotton is rebça dja:l 
les appartements. This is taken from M. L a h l o u, (1989), “Arabic-French Code-switching in Morocco”, paper 
presented at African Linguistics Conference, Univ. of Illinois, Urbana. Ibid. 154. See also A. B e n t a h i l a, and 
E.D. D a v i e s, (1983), The Syntax of Arabic-French Code-switching, in “Lingua” 54, pp. 301–30.

47 S.O. D a h l g r e n, (1996), Word Order in Arabic (Gothenburg), 11ff.
48 A similar point is made also by D. P a r k i n s o n, (1981), VSO to SVO in Modern Standard Arabic: A Study in 

Diglossia Syntax, “Al-‘Arabiyah” 14 (1981), pp. 28ff. For similar results see also M. E n n a j i, (1995), A Syntactico-
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elsewhere confirmed this ambivalent standing of SVO or VSO word-order, both in main 
and secondary clauses.49 From this, we may conclude that MSA of newspapers will not 
give a very dominant indication nor of SVO or VSO.

That, if MSA of newspapers has SVO or VSO word-order, is the first part of the 
problem of determining Hebrew influence on Written Arabic. The second part of the 
problem lies in establishing the origin of influence.

The variants of Modern Colloquial Arabic (MCA) are, mostly, considered SVO.50 
Still, previous studies on word-order in MCA gives a somewhat varying result. Thus, 
Driver gives SVO predominance but with VSO also prominent. Feghali claims that SVO 
is the most common feature for MCA.51 Among the more recent, Parkinson as well as 
Versteegh share the opinion that SVO is the basic order of MCA.52 Holes, to mention 
another, also states that urban MCA of the Eastern Mediterranean have SVO as the 
normal Word Order. While Dahlgren, finds that MCA of the Eastern Mediterranean in 
general has a strong preference also for VSO in the narrative.53 

Modern Hebrew is at large a SVO language. The subject is placed before the verb in 
most possibilities with verbs in the sentence. But there are examples of the opposite as 
well, as in yarad šeleg li-fnei še-yarad gešem (*Fell snow before that fell rain: VS).54

In short, using the Matrix Model, in order to establish influence from Hebrew on the 
word order of Written Arabic is no easy task. The MSA of media texts generally in Arabic 
reveals a very high frequency both of SVO and of VSO order, a finding confirmed by 
us also when it comes to the Arabic of the Arab Israeli press. The source of influence 
could, in addition to that, actually be both Hebrew, considered a SVO language mostly, 
or, if indeed SVO, MCA, that is Palestinian Colloquial. If both are indeed SVO the 
source of influence is hard to tell. 

Semantic Study of the Language of News in Morocco, “International Journal of the Sociology of Language” 112, 
pp. 97–111. See also N.M.S. A b d e l f a t t a h, (1990), Linguistic Changes in Journalistic Language in Egypt, 
1935–1989: A Quantative and Comparative Analysis (Austin). See also N. H a e r i, (2003), Sacred Language, 
Ordinary People: Dilemmas of Culture and Politics in Egypt (New York). See also for similar results R.F. H u s s e i n, 
&, M.R. Z u g h o u l, (1993), Lexical Interference in Journalistic Arabic in Jordan, “Language Science” 15 (3), 
pp. 239–254.

49 T. L i n d q u i s t, (2010), Different Gender, Different Arabic? The Case of Israel, “Acta Orientalia”.
50 B. I n g h a m, (1994), Najdi Arabic, Central Arabian (Amsterdam/Philadelphia). Bedouin MCA is not 

considered in this study. We assume that influence from this MCA on MSA of the newspapers is insignificant.
51 G.R.A. D r i v e r, (1925), Grammar of the Colloquial Arabic of Syria and Palestine (London); M. F e g h a l i, 

(1928), Syntaxe des parlers arabes actuels de Liban (Paris) 116–117.
52 P a r k i n s o n, VSO to SVO, p. 25; K. Ve r s t e e g h, (1984), Pidginization and Creolization: The Case of 

Arabic (Amsterdam/Philadelphia), 21 and 79. Ve r s t e e g h  assumes the reason for a shift from CA VSO to MCA 
SVO is due to a “pidginization process” that affected all MCs when all the new Muslims had to learn Arabic 
during Islam’s early expansion.

53 D a h l g r e n, (1996), Word Order.
54 L. G l i n e r t, (1989), The Grammar of Modern Hebrew, (Cambridge), 127. A randomly chosen article 

from the biggest daily in Israel, Yediot Aharonot, of the 21/9 2009 p. 19, confirms the above preference for SVO 
word-order of MH, albeit this Order seems to be reversed frequently in the narrative as well as in secondary 
clauses.
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Influence can nevertheless be established. It is done by comparing publications 
exposed to MCA, that is Palestinian Colloquial, which in the one case is also exposed 
to Hebrew, as the Arab Israeli Press, and in the other case that is not exposed to Hebrew, 
as publications like “Filasṭīn” from the Gaza Strip or “Al-Ayyām” from the West Bank. 
If the result gives differences in word-order, these are indications of different influence.55 
A few randomly selected articles give us the following statistics of word-order (only 
sentences containing verbs are counted):

“Filasṭīn”56 and “Al-Ayyām”57 has in the examined article an average of 70% in 
favour of VSO word-order in the main clauses. Secondary clauses as well seem to have 
VSO word-order as the preferred choice, albeit less dominantly so, with an average 
of 62%. Considering the limited size of corpus, these numbers must be treated with 
caution. Nevertheless, the indication is in favour of VSO word-order in both main and 
secondary clauses.

If we then compare the results from this sample to the results of our corpus from 
Arab Israeli Press, we do find a significant difference when it comes to word-order.58 
In main clauses VSO has only a slight overweight of 55%, while in secondary clauses 
SVO word order is actually the preferred one with 61%.

What these results, albeit only indications, tell us, is that there seems to be Hebrew 
influence on Word Order. The Order differs between publications under possible influence 
from either only MCA, or, both MCA and Hebrew. Finally, and of particular interest in 
this article, this kind of influence is not acceptable in the Matrix Model.

C) Tempus
One field of probable influence from Hebrew lies in the function of DPs or more 

clearly put, in the difference between the Hebrew present tense, beinōni, and the Arabic 
ism al-fā‘il. The Hebrew tense-function influences Arabic, thus giving ism al-fā‘il tense 
value. Elsewhere, we have found indications of this, and its implications stand out of 
the M a t r i x  M o d e l , since that kind of influence is observable (also) without any 
visible EL constituent.59 In our previous observation of EL constituent ماحش (māḥiš), 
the original version of which is in EL actually no lexeme but rather an abbreviation of 
no less than three words, appear in MSA with the morphology of ism al-fā‘il stem I, 
and, with a function of Present Tense. As such it conforms to the rulings of ML. The 

55 In fact, the Matrix Model is not suitable for an investigation of Word Order in this case. If the result is that 
influence from Hebrew is established, this means that the syntax of the EL goes against the rulings of the Matrix, 
which according to the model is unacceptable. Previous studies, see above, have argued for influence on MSA from 
MCA thus increasing its tendency for SVO word order. That too is a violation of the rulings of the Matrix, thus 
making it unsuitable for any investigation on influence on word order (whatever the source) on Written Arabic.

56 29/12 2009, 6/1 2010.
57 29/12 2009, 6/1 2010.
58 The same kind of articles is examined in all the material. These are columns (editorials) expressing political 

or cultural opinions, or analysis of current events. No reports of news are included. With likelihood this fact has 
implications on the results. Previous studies have to a large extent included also news. 

59 T. L i n d q u i s t, (2011), Semantic Borrowings and Grammatical Change in Written Arabic in Israel under 
the Influence of Hebrew: the Function of DPs and the Peculiar ماحش.
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abbreviation in Hebrew is מח״ש makhaš, short for Ha-makhlaqah le-kheqirōt šotrīm, that 
is a judicial department of the Israeli Police, a kind of ’Internal affairs’: The Section for 
Investigating Policemen. But the abbreviation seems also to have developed into a word 
by its own right,60 with a function of Present Tense. There can be no other explanation 
as the found example, one of two found cases of the development, would otherwise not 
be grammatical.

(1) سكب الطعام والشراب الساخن عليہ وماحش تحقق61
 (2) تواصل دائرة التحقيق مع رجال الشرطة ماحش التحقيق في الشكوة التي تقدم به الشاب

الفلسطيني62

In example no. (1) the short form is an EL constituent (not an Island) inside the 
sentence in (MSA) that seems to fit rather fine. It conforms to both syntax and morphology. 
In order to illuminate the EL more clearly, I placed the abbreviated version of Hebrew 
inside the sentence instead of translating it: He spilled food and hot drink over him and 
 investigates. Here it is the subject of the verb ‘investigates’ and is in the nominative מח״ש
case. As such it conforms to the rulings of the ML. 

In example no. (2), however, the short form is not possible (not as an Island either). 
For the abbreviation to fit in the sentence something would need to be added in (MSA), 
such as e.g. taqūmu bi or yaqūmu bi (depending on gender in the chosen translation) 
after it. Otherwise the sentence is not grammatical. As it is written, with an addition, 
it would be: The rounds of investigation with the policemen continues מח״ש (conducts*) 
the investigation… into the complaint that was forwarded by the young Palestinian. 
Could it not then be a question of a simple mistake in writing? It could indeed. But it is 
unlikely as this way of writing repeats itself elsewhere.63 A more reasonable explanation 
is a development of the EL into an Arabic ism al-fā‘il that expresses T-function, (with 
likelihood) borrowed from Hebrew Present Tense. 

And this, the borrowing of the Present Tense function, is not observable in the Matrix 
Model. The function neither conforms to nor violates the rulings. 

D) Other areas of possible influence not included in the rulings of the Matrix
In the following, we will present superficially two additional areas where influence 

from Hebrew on Written Arabic can appear. This kind of influence is up till date, to our 
knowledge, not proven, but nevertheless highly probable.

Van Mol has found local variations in the use of MSA complementary particles in 
radio broadcasts as well as in word-order. He investigated broadcasts from three different 

60 The process of abbreviations becoming lexicalized is sometimes called clipping. F r o m k i n  et al., 
(2003), 97.

61 “Al-Faǧr al-Ǧadīd” of 1/1 2006, p. 9.
62 Ibidem.
63 I also observed an identical expression as in the second example (that is ماحش التحقيق فۑ الشكوة) in a radio 

broadcast by the local station of Nazareth of the 13th of April 2008. Also on that occasion it was used in connection 
with a police investigation.
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countries, Algeria, Egypt and Saudi Arabia, with the same MSA used in all areas. Still, 
variation does exist when it comes to frequency in the choice of complementary particles.64 
Van Mol suggests that cultural differences have caused the variation. Similarly, Hebrew 
influence could also make a less frequent grammatical morpheme appear more frequent, 
if the morpheme in question adopts meaning or function from a Hebrew counterpart. 

The problematic issue related to the Matrix Model is that there is no EL constituent, 
nor any Island. Lexemes, sentences, morphology and syntax are all entirely MSA, and 
yet we are faced with probable influence from Hebrew. 

Style is also an area where the Matrix Model does not help us establish if influence is 
at hand or not. Yet influence is a great probability. How may we argue for that opinion? 
Well, it was influence from Europe and the USA, through Arab writers that read literature 
in English and French, which initiated the transformation of Arab literature into its modern 
era.65 In the same way, influence from different styles in Hebrew is a probability on 
an Arab Israeli writer, who masters Hebrew, who works equally well on Hebrew as on 
Arabic, and, who every day follows television in Hebrew, reads the major newspapers 
of the country, in Hebrew, speaks with Hebrew speaking friends, in Hebrew, and maybe 
even read much literature in Hebrew. To claim that all this contact with Hebrew cannot 
influence his or her style in Arabic, just as did the contact ones with literature, media 
and science in English and French, is close to absurd.

What is ‘style’ then? Style could include the above, the choice between two grammatical 
variants in MSA. Style is, also, a preference for main or secondary clauses, of sentence 
length, of many or few adjectives, of how to use and which adverbs to use. Absolute Object, 
so frequently used in many an Arabic text, is but one interesting subject in connection 
to this. All the previous examples as well as others reveal the style of writing.

Elsewhere, we have examined grammatical differences in Written Arabic depending 
on Gender. That investigation included some of the suggestions for style above. If we 
compare only the average percentage found of secondary clauses (as opposed to main 
clauses) between the Palestinian publications above and our corpus of Israeli Arab Press, 
we find that some 51% are secondary clauses in the two Palestinian publications, to be 
compared to 43% secondary clauses in the Arab Israeli Press. Again, these figures are 
indications in need of further confirmation. Nevertheless, they hint towards a very likely 
probability of variations in styles of writing. These variations we suggest come from 
different surrounding environment and more specifically from Hebrew influence.

Now, Stylistic differences, however, will go undetected in the Matrix Model, as it is, 
with or without influence, nevertheless conforming to the rules of the Matrix. Like in the 
previous example it is entirely in Arabic, yet with a possible influence from Hebrew.

64 M. Va n  M o l, (2003), Variation in Modern Standard Arabic in Radio News Broadcasts: a Synchronic 
Descriptive Investigation into the Use of Complementary Particles (Leuven).

65 A. Ay a l o n, A., (1995), The Press in the Arab Middle East: a History (Oxford).
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Concluding remarks and further studies

When studying Hebrew influence on Written Arabic in Arab Israeli Press, it must be 
concluded that the Matrix Model is at leas partly suitable to use.

Certainly, in all that belong to the surface structure, as seen in the examples above, 
the Matrix Model actually functions, with EL constituents having conformity to the rulings 
of the ML, or appearing as Islands. 

Word-order is a particularly problematic area when it comes to establishing Hebrew 
Influence. In fact, the problem has three parts: The first is the ambiguity of whether 
the MSA of Arab Israeli press (as well as other Arab Media MSA) is SVO or VSO 
primarily. The second is the ambiguity of the source of Influence, that is whether it is 
MCA or Hebrew that is influencing Word-order, and of course, an additional complexity 
is if MCA for certain in a SVO variant. The third part of our argument goes completely 
against the usefulness of the Matrix Model. Actually, if the MSA at hand would clearly 
be favoring VSO Order and the source is Hebrew (with SVO Order mostly), then the 
ML would have increased SVO under Hebrew influence, which violates the Matrix. 
Therefore, observable Hebrew influence on the basic Word Order, is not compatible at 
all with the two major hypothesis of the Matrix Model.

Giving T-value to the DP in Arabic, through Hebrew influence from its basic present 
tense, on the other hand, stand completely at the side of the Matrix Model. There are 
indications towards such an influence. The morpheme in our example is, however, in 
conformity with the Matrix, both in Syntax and Morphology, but Hebrew influence on 
its T-value cannot be detected within the frame of the Matrix Model.

The same goes for other kinds of influence, the consequent changes of which are 
subtle and difficult to confirm without a major and systematic comparison of a large 
corpus material. One such case of likely influence is in MSA variation. If less frequent 
variants in MSA are used more frequently in Israel, and in Israel only, in comparison 
to other areas. Then the reason for this variation may very well be a case of Hebrew 
influence. Still, it is nevertheless MSA in conformity with both syntax and morphology 
and this influence is not observable in the Matrix Model.

Style, finally, is probably an obvious case of Hebrew influence, where the Matrix 
Model is not applicable. This influence, as well, will take place without any visible EL 
constituent, and, naturally, with full conformity to the rulings of the Matrix. It is entirely 
in Arabic, while under influence.

To summarize our conclusions

The Matrix Model is partly useful for studying Hebrew influence on Written Arabic. 
It is not useful when studying probable influence in areas not visible in either syntax 
or morphology.

For those kinds of influence other hypothesis and models need to be developed to 
complement the Matrix Model of M y e r s - S c o t t o n.


