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Abstract 

Objectives: This study aims to assess the impact of linguistic and social factors on the 

compatibility of source tools in the Jordanian dialect. 

Methods: Thirty-six sociolinguistic interviews were conducted with 36 speakers residing 

in Jordan's capital, Amman. These interviews were recorded using a high-sensitivity, low-

disturbance digital voice recorder and were transcribed into pre-prepared Excel tables. 

Statistical work was conducted, considering the coding protocol and using the GoldVarb 

X software. The study centered on three social factors: gender, educational level, and age, 

and three linguistic factors: sentence type, actor definition, and actor identification. 

Results: The study found that complementizer agreement is not limited by any social 

factors but is connected to one of the linguistic factors discussed in the study, namely, 

nominal characteristics (1st person, 2nd person, and 3rd person). This is due to the 

presence of a "common context" in cases involving the 1st person and 2nd person, while 

this context is not evident with the 3rd person. 

Conclusion: The study concluded that social factors do not influence grammatical 

diversity, unlike phonological diversity, which can be affected by social factors. 

Keywords: Linguistics, sociolinguistics, agreement, person features, complementizer 

agreement, jordanian arabic, variationist approach. 

 

 

افق المصدري في اللهجة الأردنية  المنهج التنوعي للتو

 * نور العميان
 قسم اللغة الإنجليزية، الجامعة الأردنية، عمّان، الأردن

 

ـص
ّ

 ملخ

 هذا البحث إلى دراسة تأثير العوامل اللغوية والاجتماعية في توافق الأداة المصدرية في اللهجة الأردنية.: يهدف الأهداف

ا يعيشون في العاصمة الأردنية عمَان. وقد جرى تالمنهجية
ً
 لغوية مع ستة وثلاثين متحدّث

ُ
سجيل : قد جرى إجراء ستٍ وثلاثين مقابلة

ي عالي الحساسية ومنخفض التشويش وقد جرى تفريغها في جداول على برنامج رقم باستخدام مسجّل صوت هذه المقابلات

Excel ( مُعدّة مسبقا لهذا الغرض. وبمراعاة نظام الترميزcoding protocol وباستخدام برنامج )GoldVarb X  جرى

زت الدراسة على ثلاثة عوامل اجتماعية وهي الجنس والمستوى 
ّ

التعليمي والعمر بالإضافة إلى القيام بالعمل الإحصائي. وقد رك

 ثلاثة عوامل لغوية أخرى وهي نوع الجملة وتعريف الفاعل وتحديد الفاعل.

: قد كشفت الدراسة أنّ التوافق المصدري ليس مقيدًا بأي عوامل اجتماعية وإنما مرتبط بواحد من العوامل اللغوية النتائج

وغائب(. ويُعزى ذلك إلى وجود "السياق المشترك" في حالتي المتكلم المشمولة بالدراسة وهو خصائص الاسم )متكلم ومخاطب 

 والمخاطب بينما لا يظهر ذلك في حالة الغائب.

صت الدراسة أنّ العوامل الاجتماعية لا تلعب دورًا في التأثير في التنوع النحوي )التنوع المصدريّ( وذلك على الخلاصة
ُ
ل

َ
كس ع: خ
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1. Introduction 

The study of language variation is an inseparable part of sociolinguistic studies; it is central to reflecting on the impact 

of several predefined socio-linguistic factors on a particular linguistic phenomenon. Variationist sociolinguistics is viewed 

as a trend in sociolinguistic studies which has changed the way sociolinguists view language change as well as the true 

impact of sociolinguistic factors on language use. Labov (1972), who is regarded as the founder of the discipline of 

variationist sociolinguistics, argues that the essence of studying this branch of sociolinguistics is crystallized when there 

are “two or more ways of saying the same thing” (p.271). As a comment on this, Al-Wer (2009: 1) explains: “Variation is 

an inherent characteristic of every human language. This means that in every language there is more than one way of saying 

the same thing, and no individual speaks in the same manner all the time and in all situations''. Furthermore, Wolfram 

(2006: 333) elaborates on this point, proposing that “if structure is at the heart of language, then variation defines its soul”. 

Generally, variationists seek to quantitatively describe the linguistic system as central to providing an accurate 

explanation of the understudy variations of a given language and therefore the language change procedure. Variation in 

language is found in everyday vernaculars and it involves the study of how language varies among different groups of 

speakers and the relationship of this variation with social factors. Tagliamonte (2001: 5) proposes that: 

variationist sociolinguistics is most aptly described as the branch of linguistics which studies the foremost characteristics 

of language in balance with each other – linguistic structure and social structure; grammatical meaning and social meaning 

– those properties of language which require reference to both external (social) and internal (systemic) factors in their 

explanation. 

This explains that both linguistic and nonlinguistic (social) factors contribute to the propositional meaning of an 

utterance. Therefore, a speaker cannot ask the question “how can I say X?” because there is always more than one way to 

say the same thing. 

Variations are not only limited to sounds but rather they can be found in word choice and grammatical structures within 

the same speech community. Several types of variations can be found in Arabic, for instance, phonological and syntactic 

variation. An example of phonological variation can be seen in Arabic varieties which have seven possible pronunciations 

for the word /qaal/ ‘he said’, namely [qa:l], [ɡa:l], [ʔa:l], [ka:l], [k-a:l], [ɡɒ:l], and [ʔɒ:l] (Al-Wer 2009). All of these different 

variants of the word /qaal/ ‘he said’ do not express different propositional meanings; rather, they are different with respect 

to their social meanings (Al-Wer, 2009). Another example of phonological variation is found in the urban Levantine dialects 

where the feminine ending is treated as a variable with two variants: 

[e] is the default variant that occurs everywhere, except after velarized and pharyngeal consonants for which the variant 

[a] is used. In the same region, some rural dialects have the low open variant [a] as the default variant, except after coronal 

sounds, in which case the ending is raised to [ɛ].  Al-Wer (2002:11). 

In her study, Al-Wer explained this by providing the following examples: 1 

 

/ḥilwe/ ‘pretty’, /nadwe/ ‘seminar’, /saʕbe/ ‘difficult’, /maḥkame/ ‘court’, /mixtilfe/ ‘different. But, /mantiqa/ 

‘area/region’, /ruxṣa/ ‘a licence’, /ṣultˤa/ ‘authority’, /dʒa:mʕa/ ‘university’, /mari:dˤa/ ‘ill’. Thus, the word for 

‘pretty’ is /ḥilwa/ in Sult, but /ḥilwe/ in Nablus, and in both dialects /a/ is raised in /ʃirse/ ‘vicious’, but no raising in 

either dialect in /dʒa:mʕa/ ‘university’   Al-Wer (2002:11) 

 

Variability due to the selection of different grammars is said to be syntactic variability (Adger and Smith 2005, Roeper 

2006). Under the syntactic variation approach, the view is “that there is more than one system of grammatical knowledge 

in the head of the native speaker, and variation boils down to the decisions that the speaker makes about which grammatical 

output to choose” (Adger and Smith 2005:164). In Arabic, for example, consider ðɑhɑbt ʔlbɑnɑt-ɔ vs. ʔlbɑnɑt-ɔ ðɑhɑbn 

“the girls went”. In these two sentences we have the same propositional meaning expressed in two different ways: in the 

                                                 
1 Transcription as original source. 
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first sentence the verb appears in the singular feminine case when it precedes its subject i.e., VSO word order as in ðɑhɑbt 

ʔlbɑnɑt-ɔ “the girls went” where ðɑhɑbt “went” bears a singular feminine inflection, while in the second it bears a plural 

feminine inflection when it follows its subject i.e., SVO word order as in ʔlbɑnɑt-ɔ  ðɑhɑbn “the girls went”. This is an 

example of word order syntactic variation in Arabic (see Al-Shawashreh, 2016). 

The occurrence of these variations is not arbitrary, but rather is governed by a set of linguistic (word order, definiteness, 

specificity) and/or social (age, gender, education) factors. 

1.1   Complementizer Agreement in JA 

Agreement is increasingly recognized as of interest not just for syntax, semantics and morphology, but also for 

acquisition, psycholinguistics and computational applications. It has been a central concept in the syntactic theory of human 

language. Before dealing with complementizer agreement in Jordanian Arabic, I explain what agreement is and provide 

examples from both English and Arabic. 

Steele (1978: 610) argues that “the term agreement commonly refers to some systematic covariance between a semantic 

or formal property of one element and a formal property of another.” In English, for example, we have “this” and “these” 

which have the same meaning (demonstratives) but are different in terms of agreement with the following noun. A good 

example of this is: This man vs. these men. The relation that appears between the demonstrative “this” and following noun 

“man” is agreement. The demonstrative here agrees with the noun in terms of number i.e., both are either singular or plural. 

Another possible example is “he goes” vs. “they go” – agreement here is found in number as the pronoun “he” is a third-

person singular pronoun and similarly the verb is inflected to the same number whereas both the pronoun “they” and the 

verb that follows are in plural form. 

Agreement in number and gender is also found in Arabic. For instance, noun adjective agreement can be seen in 

ʔaɾɾɑdʒul lkɑɾjm vs ʔaɾɾjdʒɑl lkwɾɑɱɑʔ “the generous man” vs. “the generous men” the noun ʔaɾɾɑdʒul “the man” agrees 

with the following adjective lkɑɾjm “the generous” in number (singular), in gender (masculine) and in definiteness (both 

are definite). This relation of agreement is not arbitrary, but rather is governed by linguistic (and possibly social) factors. 

The main focus of the current study is only the complementizer agreement; therefore, it does not deal with the different 

types of agreement, but rather it sticks to complementizer agreement (hence after CA) in Jordanian Arabic. 

In Arabic, ʔinn “that” is a complementizer which is similar to the English complementizer “that” in the sense that they 

both link two clauses to one another. However, they differ in the sense that ʔinn “that” in Arabic is inflected and it agrees 

with the subject in the embedded clause, unlike the English complementizer “that” which is uninflected. The 

complementizer ʔinn “that” normally appears after nouns, verbs, and adjectives. Consider the following examples in (1), 

(2), and (3) below: 

 

 1.   hmmɑh   hɑkɔ   ʔinnuh   ʃɪɾɪbhɑ 

  They  said  that-3sg.m drank it 

“They said that he drank it” 

 

2.  hjja   ʐʕlt   ʔinnhm   mɑ   ħɑkɔlħɑ  

   she  angry  that-3pl  not  tell her  

“She was angry because they didn’t tell her.” 

 

Notice that ʔinn in the examples above bears an inflectional suffix that connects the matrix clause with the embedded 

clause, and it agrees with the subject of the embedded clause. In example (2) for instance, ʔinn “that” connects the main clause 

hmmɑh ħɑkɔ “they said” with the embedded clause ʃɪɾɪbhɑ “he drank it” and it is inflected to the understood covert subject. 

Consequently, the current study is an attempt to examine whether this pattern of CA found in Jordanian Arabic is socially 

and/or linguistically constrained. This is because in Jordanian Arabic it can be the case that ʔinn does not agree at all with the 

subject of the embedded clause and it would appear in its default form as ʔinnuh “that” as in example (3a&b) below: 
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3. a.  hjja   ʔɑkkɑdt  ʔinnuh   ʔlɱsˤɑɾj    ʔŋsɾqat 

She  asserted  that-3sg.m  money   stolen 

“She asserted that the money was stolen.”  

 

b. hjja  ʔɑkkɑdt  ʔinnhɑ  ʔlmasˤɑɾj   ʔinsaɾqt 

she asserted  that-3sg.f money   stolen 

“She asserted that the money was stolen.” 

 

In example (3a) ʔinn “that” fails to agree with the plural subject of the embedded clause ʔlmasˤɑɾj “money”; instead, 

ʔinn appears in its default form which is the masculine singular form ʔinnuh. On the contrary, in (3b) ʔinn does agree with 

the embedded subject ʔlmasˤɑɾj “the money” in the embedded clause ʔlmasˤɑɾj ʔinsaɾqt “the money was stolen”. In view 

of the fact that both sentences carry the same meaning, it can be concluded that the different variations of ʔinn do not affect 

the meaning. This is a clear example of the variationist approach whereby we have more than one way of saying the same 

thing, and this is the standpoint of the current study. These variations do not add to the propositional meaning of the 

sentence; however they may be different with respect to their social meaning, implying that such variations of the inflection 

of the complementizer ʔinn are never random, but rather a result of certain social (e.g., age, gender, education, etc.) and/or 

linguistic (e.g., word order, specificity, definiteness, types of subject, etc.) factors which are discussed in the following 

section. 

1.2  Questions of the study 

This study aims to investigate complementizer agreement in JA. It attempts to examine the role of certain linguistic 

(i.e., specificity, definiteness, word order etc.) and social (i.e. age, gender, and education) factors that may constrain the 

complementizer agreement (CA) in Jordanian Arabic (JA). Thus, the study aims to answer the following questions: 

Q1) To what extent is the complementizer agreement (CA) in Jordanian Arabic socially constrained? 

Q2) To what extent is the complementizer agreement (CA) in Jordanian Arabic linguistically constrained? 

 

2.  Setting the scene 

Al-Shawashreh (2016) conducted a variationist study that tackles syntactic variation in Jordanian Arabic (JA). The study 

focuses on investigating whether two syntactic variables, namely word order variability and pro(noun)-drop variability, are 

constrained by an array of sociolinguistic factors, assuming that the first variable is significant in the research for two 

reasons. Firstly, because it mentions that the data of previous studies was based on decontextualized sentences taken from 

Standard Arabic (written form) to present that a certain word order is the basic order in Arabic varieties. Thus, previous 

studies on this topic are not based on systematic community-based approach by quantitatively analyzing spontaneous 

speech data. Secondly, previous literature on word order in Arabic shows that vernacular Arabic has changed from VSO to 

SVO but very few cases presented empirical demonstrations that this is the case. Hence, this study focuses on actual 

everyday speech in order to offer a valid analysis of the dominant word order in JA, the social and linguistic factors that 

influence it, as well as the direction of change in such word order. Explaining the choice of the second variable, it is claimed 

that the investigation of subject pronoun in Arabic provides a chance to compare it with the well-established research on 

similar variables in other languages. 

Age and education were found to be the main social constraints on word order variant choice. Younger educated 

speakers tend to use the SV order unlike older speakers who disfavor SV, therefore suggesting that word order in JA is 

moving towards SV(O) structure. As for the education variant, the study reveals that the higher the level of education, the 

lower the usage of VS; in percent, (41.2%) of uneducated speakers favor VS compared to (31.5%) for intermediate 

education and (18.9%) for highly educated speakers. On the other hand, concerning pro-drop variation, the study observes 

that education is the only variant choice in JA, whereas age, gender and urban/rural origin are insignificant. Concerning 

linguistic factors, it is found that switch reference is the most significant factor in the selection of the overt subject. 
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Furthermore, overt subject pronouns are favored when they are not co-referential with the subject of the preceding clause, 

while null subject pronouns are favored when they are co-referential with the subject of the preceding clause. 

Similarly, Habib’s study (2021) states that exploring the pragmatic functions of Discourse Markers (DMs) qualitatively 

is important for understanding how DMs are used by individuals in a certain situational context (e.g., Cameron and 

Schwenter, 2013; Holmes, 2018), and how their varied functions can facilitate interaction among individuals. Moreover, 

studying the effect of social and linguistic factors on the variable use and frequency of DMs is essential to be able to reflect 

on the patterns of native speakers’ use of these DMs. Subsequently, knowledge of the social and linguistic contexts that 

influence the use of one DM or the other is acquired and there are significant improvements in both learning and teaching 

these linguistic nuances as a second language.  Habib highlights that the DM yaʕni has been explored in a few Arabic 

studies that mainly focus on its syntactic, pragmatic, and/or semantic functions (Al-Batal, 1994; Mughazy, 2003; Owens 

and Rockwood, 2008; Rieschild, 2011) whereas ʔinnuh has been examined within literature from a mainly syntactic 

perspective, often described as a complementizer (e.g., Cowell, 1964: 449-451, 541-547; Habib, 2009). Only Germanos‘s 

(2010) pilot study refers to ʔinnuh as a complementizer heading in the direction of becoming a DM. However, even 

Germanos‘s (2010) study does not point to the interchangeability of ʔinnuh as a DM with yaʕni. 

The study concludes that, firstly, the apparent time data shows a statistically significant gender difference between men 

and women; women use ʔinnu: much more than men, which is in accordance with other pragmatic studies that have 

suggested that males and females differ in their communicative behavior (Coates, 1989) and that females use more hedges 

(Coates, 1988; Mirzapour, 2016), qualifiers, tag questions (Lakoff, 1975; Leaper and Robnett, 2011) and DMs or fillers 

than males (e.g. Laserna et al., 2014). On the other hand, this gender effect among adults is missing among children as the 

gender difference between boys and girls is statistically nonsignificant. Furthermore, age emerged as statistically significant 

among children, with the youngest age group 6-8 showing the lowest use of ʔinnuh and the preadolescent age group 9-11 

showing the highest use of ʔinnuh indicating higher sensitivity and involvement in adopting the incoming innovative form. 

Germanos (2010) is the first study to deal with ʔinnu: as a DM in addition to being a complementizer. The discourse 

functions of ʔinnu: were analyzed, suggesting that “it signals an elaboration - an illustration or a further explanation, for 

example - of what has preceded it in the discourse” (Germanos, 2010: 145). Additionally, she emphasized “that in all 

circumstances, ʔinnuh is to be considered as a word introducing what is felt by the speaker as a necessary completion to the 

meaning of a previous word, uncompleted fragment, or entire proposition.” Germanos (2010: 145) claims that “ʔenno” as 

a DM consists of one morpheme and that -o should not be considered as a separate morpheme (cf. Cowell, 1964: 543). 

Concerning the data of the study, Germanos’ (2010) data is limited to 217 tokens of ʔinnuh taken from seven Lebanese 

interviewees. In these 217 tokens, Germanos concluded that ʔinnuh” tends to behave more like DMs than complementizers 

(71.89% vs. 24.42% respectively) and only 3.69% as part of a compound conjunction. 

Germanos (2010: 161) concludes that ʔinnuh in Lebanese Arabic, functions at two levels: the syntactic level (operating 

as a complementizer), and the pragmatic level (operating as a discourse marker).” She emphasizes that although ʔinnu: as 

a DM “may have various functions, there remains an invariant meaning in all of its uses, since it always introduces what is 

felt as necessary for the completion of the meaning of the discourse, and for the conversation to go on without risk of 

misunderstanding or incomplete understanding” (Germanos, 2010: 161).  

Complementizer variation in many languages is of interest for variationists. Featherston’s (2004) study examines the 

effect of that-trace in German. In his study, Featherstone reports an investigation into that-trace effect in German which has 

played a significant role in syntactic theory building in the generative tradition. In spite of this, the effect is thought to be 

absent from German. He used the methodology of magnitude estimation of well-formedness, which permits the elicitation 

of judgment data with increased definition and tests the German equivalents to the English structures in which the that-

trace effect is uncontroversially present (e.g. Cowart, 1997). 

The results showed the effect to be robustly active in the grammar of German too, independent of the matrix verb. He 

further tested for the same effect in topicalization structures, with positive results. The researcher argues that these outcomes 

support a model of grammaticality, incorporating gradience; since constraint application and output selection are separate 
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functions of linguistic processing, constraint violations are survivable. 

Liang et al. (2022) investigates the phenomenon of complementizer omission in spoken corpus of Quebec French, with 

the help of modern computational methods for annotation and mixed effects logistic regression models. the study reveals 

that the French complementizer que omission is conditioned by social factors and grammatical factors. However, the results 

also shows that que omission is conditioned by cognitive factors such as information density. 

Four social factors namely, education, gender, age and occupation in addition to four other linguistic factors namely, 

right phonological context, left phonological context, complement clause (CC) subject and the complementizer subject in 

addition to two cognitive factors namely, CC bias and frequency of the main verb were included. 

The result of their study shows that there is a significant effect of information density on que omission: the more likely 

a verb is to appear with a CC, the more it favors the omission (p < 0.001). The result also implies that speakers show a 

higher preference for que-drop if the CC onset is less informative so as to avoid redundancy and thus increase 

communication efficiency. As for social factors, it concludes that both profession and education have significant effects on 

que omission. In particular, the results show that technicians and forepeople reveal higher omissions rate compared to 

white-collar workers. In regard to education, it shows that highly educated speakers are more likely to use the 

complementizer compared to those having low or medium education level. 

 

3. Methodology and Theoretical framework 

The study follows Labov’s (1972, et seq.) variationist approach. According to Labov (1982), every language shows 

variability that is constrained by internal and external factors. Variability in language is not arbitrary, but rather it is rule-

governed by a set of several social and linguistic factors that constrain the variant choice (Wienreich, Labov & Herzog 

1968). One important assumption of the variationist approach lies in the claim that a speaker’s speech in a certain 

community does not completely reflect the speech of the whole community. Labov (1982: 17) claims: “This heterogeneity 

is an internal part of the linguistic economy of the community, necessary to satisfy the linguistic demands of every-day 

life”. Moreover, since the use of vernacular is a core element of Labov’s approach, the present study is based on the 

everyday community-based speech of native speakers of Jordanian Arabic (JA). Following this framework, the current 

study examines the effects of three social factors, namely education, age, and gender, on the CA. 

There is sufficient evidence in sociolinguistic literature to show that men and women use language differently. Labov 

(2001) asserts that women tend to use prestigious variants more often than men. Trudgill (1972) suggests that using 

prestigious forms is a way to achieve higher status within communities. 

Moreover, another sociolinguistic factor the current study aims to investigate is access to education and its correlation 

with complementizer agreement in JA. Al-Wer (2002) highlights the significance of this constraint, arguing that “level of 

education as a speaker variable is a proxy variable, which acts on behalf of, mainly, amount and nature of contact with 

speakers of the target features” (p.14). She also elaborates on this by highlighting that level of education is an indicator of 

the nature of the speakers’ social contacts. 

Furthermore, age has also been considered by many studies in the Arab world to be an influencing factor with regard to 

the differences in speech between different age groups. Al-Khatib (1988) indicates that older people appear to adhere to the 

linguistic features which they have used for a long time because of their emotional attachment to the traditional norms and 

because of their age as well. 

Gender, education, and age as social factors are fundamental when detecting language variation. In order to identify and 

capture the significance of their influence on complementizer agreement, interviews were carried out with native speakers 

of JA in the city of Amman, and the tokens were classified and analyzed in light of the aforementioned social factors in 

addition to three linguistic factors, namely word order, specificity, and definiteness. 

Greenberg (1966: 1-2) states that “every language has some basic patterns of ordering the subject and the object in the 

sentence relative to the verb.” He adds that “each word order pattern, such as SVO, VSO and SOV … correlates with certain 

specific grammatical features.” This indicates that the order of words in a given sentence/clause is never random, but rather 
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follows certain features and there is always a dominant pattern. Among the dominant word-order patterns, Greenberg (1966) 

argues that SVO is the most frequent word order pattern, whereas VSO is “a definite minority” (Greenberg 1966: 79). Old 

and medieval grammarians, to refer to sentence type, use the terms jumlah fi’liyyah (verbal sentence) as in dɑɾɑst fɑtˤ ɪmɑ 

“Fatima studied” where dɑɾɑst  “studied” is the main verb of the sentence, and jumlah ismiyyah (nominal sentence) as in 

fɑtˤ ɪmɑ dɑɾɑst “Fatima studied” which starts with the subject fɑtˤ ɪmɑ. In terms of their grammatical taxonomy, medieval 

grammarians depend on the constituent that occupies the initial position in the clause or sentence. Thus, a verbal sentence 

is a “sentence whose subject follows its verbal predicate, without regard to the position of any other constituent in the 

sentence” (Peled 2009: 30). Edwards (2010) investigates word order in Egyptian Arabic. He (2010: 96) argues that SVO is 

grammatically the most neutral word order "in that this order is found with all types of subjects, and all types of verbs." He 

(2010: 96) further argues that SVO is "pragmatically and informationally the least marked order, in that it does not in itself 

assign a particular informational status to any constituent, and is the order typically used to initiate a discourse.”  

To understand the interpretations of the indefiniteness of the subject, we should understand how the distribution of 

subject interacts with the lexical semantics of a particular language. It is observed that there are two types of indefinite 

subject interpretations: one is quantificational including generic and specific reading and the other is nonquantificational 

including nonspecific and nongeneric reading (Tsai, 2001). Consider the following English example in (4) below: 

 

4. A man arrived yesterday.     (ambiguous) 

a. A certain man arrived yesterday.   (specific) 

b. One man (rather than two) arrived yesterday.  (nonspecific) 

 

This feature of specificity is attributed here to the indefinite article “a”. In other words, specificity is used to describe 

various semantic and pragmatic contrasts of indefinite noun phrases. In Jordanian Arabic, an indefinite noun is specific 

when it is modified by an adjective and this indefinite noun bears higher intonation (rising intonation). Consider the 

following example in (6) below (bold noun bears higher intonation): 

 

5. hwwɪ  xɑ:f   ʔɪnnuh    wɑlɑd   zɣjɾ   wɪqɪɣ  

    he  afraid  that.3sg.m   kid  little  fall down 

“he was afraid that a little kid fall down.” 

 

In the previous example the subject wɑlɑd “kid” of the embedded clause wɑlɑd  zɣjɾ  wɪqɪɣ  “a little kid fell 

down” is the indefinite specified subject. 

Definiteness is another linguistic factor that is also considered in the current study to investigate whether the definiteness 

of the subject of the embedded clause is significant to CA. Many attempts have been made to explore the role of definiteness 

in sentence production and comprehension within various schools of thoughts (cf. Kathryn Bock and Irwin 1980; Bock 

1982; Gernsbacher and Hargreaves 1988; Clifton and Frazier 2004; Cornilescu and Nicolae 2012; and Despić 2015). For 

instance, Heim (1982) links definiteness with information givenness, whereas Löbner (1987) with semantic necessity 

(Jarrah & Zibin, 2016). Furthermore, definiteness as a linguistic factor is thought to be relevant in the current study as it 

has been linked by many studies with agreement, especially when it is assigned to nonnominal entities (Brustad 2000; 

Kremers 2003; Ryding 2005; and Almansour 2012; and Abdullah and Dejani 2014) 

For many researchers, one prominent function of definiteness is anaphoricity (Hawkins 1978; Sidner 1979; and Reinhart 

1983). The general outcome of anaphoricity-based studies is that the definite article introduces a new referent or refers back 

to a referent which is already anchored in the previous discourse (or in the speaker’s mind). As such, definite determiner 

phrases (DPs) stimulate the listener’s previous knowledge and/or discourse, hence functioning as anaphors, e.g., the woman 

in example (7) below: 
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6.   a. The woman left. 

b. A woman left. 

 

In (6a) the subject is rendered definite by use of the definite article “the” which means that it encodes previous information 

known to the listener, unlike (6b) which is indefinite. Studies that have addressed definiteness in Arabic claim that 

definiteness must be semantically interpreted (e.g., Belyayeva 1997). Consider the following examples in (7) from JA which 

reflect on the notion of specificity and definiteness: 

7. a. ʔħmɑd   ʕɪɾɪf   ʔɪnnuh   dʒɑɾɾuh  ʔiʃtɑkɑ  

  Ahmed   knew  that.3sg.m   his neighbor  complained 

“Ahmed knew that his neighbor complained.” 

 

b. ʔħmɑd  ʕɪɾɪf   ʔɪnnuh   dʒɑɾɾ   ʔiʃtɑkɑ 

    Ahmed  knew  that.3sg.m  a neighbor  complained 

“Ahmed knew that a neighbor complained.” 

 

c. ʔħɱɑd  ʕɪɾɪf   ʔɪnnuh   ʔidʒdʒɑrr  ʔdʒdʒdjd  ʔiʃtɑkɑ 

    Ahmed  knew  that.3sg.m    the neighbor   the-new  complained 

“Ahmad knew that the new neighbor complained.” 

 

Considering the previous examples, we can see that in (7a) the subject dʒɑɾɾuh “his neighbor” of the embedded clause 

dʒɑɾɾuh  ʔiʃtɑkɑ “his neighbor complained” is definite and nonspecific, whereas in (7b) the subject dʒɑɾɾ “a neighbor” of 

the embedded clause dʒɑɾɾ ʔiʃtɑkɑ “a neighbor complained” is neither definite nor specific. In (7c) the subject ʔidʒdʒɑrr

 ʔdʒdʒdjd “the new neighbor” of the embedded clause ʔidʒdʒɑrr ʔdʒdʒdjd ʔiʃtɑkɑ “the new neighbor 

complained” is both specific and definite. 

A clause in JA can have one of the following constituents as its subject: an overt NP (8a), an overt pronoun (8b) or a 

null argument (8c), as demonstrated below: 

 

(8) a. xɑlɪɗ   ʔɪdʒɑ    mbɑɾɪħ 

         Khalid  came   yesterday 

“Khalid came yesterday.” 

 

b. ʔanɑ   nɑbɑtj 

I  vegetarian 

“I am vegetarian” 

 

c. bɪħkj    ʕɑɾɑbɪ 

speak.3SGM   Arabic 

“He speaks Arabic.” 

 

Example (8) shows that it is possible in JA to drop the subject as it can be understood from the verb inflection. This rich 

morphology of the inflection of the verb shows the features of the subject (person, number, and gender) and can therefore 

identify one specific subject member for each clause. Inflectional affixes do not leave any opportunity for confusing the 

null subject with another member in the conjugational paradigm. Therefore, it is easy to recover and understand the missing 

subject because "the referential and/or thematic properties of an argument can be carried by the inflectional morphology of 

the verb" (Camacho 2013: 86). 
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3.1 Participants 

It is very important to associate the study and the hypotheses with a community to test the social effects of this speech 

community on the targeted variables (Al-Shawashreh, 2016). To that effect, I targeted the community of the capital city 

Amman to choose potential participants. Therefore, the present study is based on a corpus that was collected using a 

sociolinguistic interview methodology (Labov 1984) to audio-record 36 native speakers of Jordanian Arabic living in 

Amman. Participants are stratified according to their age, gender, and level of education into three subgroups for each main 

group. The younger speakers are those aged 18-35 years old, while the middle-aged speakers are those aged 36-55 years 

old, and the older participants are those above the age of 56. Speakers are also stratified according to their level of education 

(no education, intermediate, and post-secondary) to assess whether education affects the speech patterns of these speakers. 

Participants are further stratified according to their gender (male and female). 

3.2 Data collection and analysis 

Each participant who was willing to participate was recorded using a digital recorder to ensure optimal voice quality. 

To ensure the flow of spontaneous speech, several conversational modules (Labov, 1984) were carefully designed to seek 

the vernacular speech style by focusing on personal experiences of the interviewees during different stages of their lives 

(e.g., schooling, childhood, work, etc.). Questions were carefully selected to elicit personal narratives. Furthermore, to 

avoid the effect of the observer’s paradox, participants were not informed of the target of the study, but rather they were 

told that the study examines the local community of Amman and how it is changing. Only relevant instances of the target 

variable were extracted directly from the audio files and transcribed in an EXCEL file ready for coding using a rigorous 

transcription protocol to transcribe the data, which ensured that features of vernacular Jordanian Arabic (e.g., lexical choice, 

vernacular syntactic constructions, etc.) were respected. Through the use of coding, the tokens have been imported into a 

GoldVarb X file ready for statistical analysis. Distributional analysis and multivariate analysis technique were employed 

using GOLDVARB X (Sankoff, Tagliamonte & Smith, 2005). 

 

4. Results 

This section presents the overall distribution of complementizer agreement (CA) in the data and the multivariate 

analyses of the effect of the social and linguistic factors engaged in the study on variant choice. 

4.1 Overall distribution of agreement variant in dataset 

The results in Table (1) below show that the complementizer ʔinn ‘that’ frequently does not agree (72.2%) with the 

subject of the embedded clause in Jordanian Arabic. It is a high percentage compared with the appearance of agreement 

(27.8%) of the aforementioned complementizer in the database. 

 

Table (1): Overall distribution of agreement variant in dataset 

Variant(s) No agreement Y* 

N 465 179 

% 72.2 27.8 

Total 644  

*All instances of 3rd SG.M were considered as “no agreement”. 

 

4.5 Multivariant Analysis of social and linguistic factors 

Multivariate analysis allows to obtain three pieces of evidence. Multivariate analysis provides the statistical significance 

(less than 0.50) of the independent factors when they are run together simultaneously. This indicates the advantage of using 

multivariate analysis. Another advantage of using multivariate analysis is that the magnitude of effect is shown by the range 

value, which indicates the strength of the factor compared to the other factors. In addition, the constraint hierarchy within 

each factor indicates whether it favors or disfavors the choice of the variant. 

In the following sub-section, the multivariate analysis is presented. The application value is 'No agreement' (N). 
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4.2 No Agreement as the application value (N) 

The results in Table (2) below show that only phi-content of the subject is statistically significant, while age, gender, 

education, specificity, definiteness, and word order are non-statistically significant. 

The constraint hierarchies within the factor group of phi-content of the subject show that 1st SG, 1st PL, 2nd SG. M, 2nd 

SG. F, 3rd SG. F and 3rd PL favor no agreement variant. Also, 2nd SG. F and 2nd SG.M favor no agreement, but they hoover 

around a neutral effect. 

Table (2): Multivariate analysis of the contribution of social  

and linguistic factors to the probability of choosing no agreement variant (N). 

Corrected mean  

loglikelihood 

Significance 

Number 

0.431 

-155.627 

0.051  

286/644 

Phi-content of subject Factor weight % N 

1st SG .87 50.8 94 

1st PL .78 72.0 36 

2nd SG. M .51 53.6 15 

2nd SG. F .51 57.1 4 

3rd SG. M .02 7.7 14 

3rd SG. F .86 63.4 71 

3rd PL .87 72.6 45 

Range 85   

Gender 

Female  

Male 

 

[.43] 

[.57] 

 

40.7 

47.9 

 

127 

159 

Education  

High 

Low 

 

[.49] 

[.52] 

 

46.6 

41.2 

 

179 

107 

Age 

18-35 

36-55 

56-higher 

 

[.54] 

[0.58] 

[0.36] 

 

47.8 

51.1 

32.6 

 

109 

114 

63 

Word order  

SVO 

V(O) 

No verb 

Parenthetical  

VSO  

Existential  

 

Other 

 

[0.67] 

[0.48] 

[0.29] 

[0.78] 

[0.70] 

[0.57] 

 

[0.34] 

 

56.0 

37.0 

41.6 

61.5 

34.6 

68.0 

 

22.2 

 

70 

100 

64 

24 

9 

17 

 

2 

Definiteness of Subject 

Definite 

Indefinite 

other (pro) 

 

[0.48] 

[0.38] 

[0.53] 

 

53.6 

31.8 

39.4 

 

135 

14 

137 

Specificity of Subject  

Specific  

nonspecific  

other (pro) 

 

[0.47] 

[0.52] 

[0.49] 

 

41.4 

52.1 

39.0 

 

12 

136 

138 
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It can be concluded from the results that the choice of agreement/no agreement of the Arabic complementizer ʔinn is 

not socially constrained as none of the social factors are statistically significant. Thus, social factors do not constrain the 

choice of the complementizer ʔinn. “that”. 

 

5. Discussion 

Observing the statistical results, we can infer two results. Only phi-content of subject (the person features of subject) is 

found to be a statistically significant factor to complementizer agreement (CA). On the other hand, it is clearly shown that 

social factors are not statistically significant in syntactic variations. These two results are the focus of the discussion in this 

part. 

The results show that social factors are not statistically significant in syntactic variations; this finding is in line with 

other variationist studies. It has been argued that social factors are less decisive and do not play a major role in syntactic 

variation in comparison with linguistic factors, which is attributed to the fact that social factors are below the level of 

conscious awareness. Syntactic variations, therefore, do not distinguish social groups as phonological and morphological 

variants do (Winford 1996:188, Hudson 1996:45). Bassiouney (2009) stands against the presupposition that males and 

females speak differently; she asserts that research on gender has developed recently and goes beyond this assumption. 

According to Bassiouney (2009), gender is an essential factor in language variation, but it interacts with other linguistic 

and social factors i.e., it has to be “put in context” (2009b, 9). Eckert (2017) goes for the same conclusion, arguing that age 

as a social factor should be inseparable in research from other social factors. In this view, the linguistic behavior is stable 

and predictable throughout the life course, unless it is affected by and interacts with other social factors such as education, 

location and social status. She argues that: 

The individual’s linguistic system would have to remain relatively stable throughout life, or any changes in the linguistic 

system during the life course would have to be regular and predictable. Yet, progress through the life course involves 

changes in family status, gender relations, employment status, social networks, place of residence, community participation 

and etc... 

Al-Wer (2013), argues that education becomes less significant as a determining factor once the community is defined 

as an urban society: 

once these communities are established as urban societies with urban-based economy and structure, where education is 

not necessarily a prerequisite for mobility and contact, level of education will no longer be capable of reflecting the true 

determinants of linguistic variation and change 

Thus, in her view, education is a significant factor when the level of education plays a role in determining the social 

network and the place of residency and is therefore reflected in the linguistic behavior. However, once the community is 

defined as urban, where education is obligatory and accessible for larger classes in society, education is no longer a 

determining factor for linguistic behavior. 

On the other hand, the findings of the current study do not go in line with other variationist studies that claim a strong 

connection between speakers’ linguistic behavior and their age, gender and education (Abdel-Jawad 1981, Al-Khatib 1988, 

Al-Wer 1991, Al-Salman 2003). 

The second research question focused on the role played by linguistic factors in complementizer agreement (CA) in 

Jordanian Arabic. It was concluded that only Phi-content of subject is statistically significant i.e., only person features are 

statistically significant. In our discussion on person feature, it should be noted that there are a variety of studies that have 

tackled the notion of “person inventory” (Neelman and Ackema, 2018) and this includes several observations. The first 

important observation is that the third person has an apparent “default” status; therefore, the third person (as opposite to 

second and third person) can be used when there is no referent. 

As evidence in support of this claim, some languages allow the use of third person verb form in the absence of an 

agreeing subject (fail of agreement). This assumption, therefore, supports the results of our statistical analysis as it was 

concluded that 3rd person singular form of the complementizer ʔinn (surface as ʔinnuh) has high occurrence in the dataset. 
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Furthermore, the third person inflection of the complementizer also appeared in the instances where agreement fails to 

agree with the (overt or covert) subject of the embedded clause. Some research diverges from the perspective (Adger and 

Herbour 2007, Harley and Ritter 2002) of considering 3rd person as a default form. This view of the third person as a default 

form is said to “go against the traditional idea according to which only first and second person have a feature specification 

while ‘third person’ is the absence of any person information” (Nelman and Ackema, 2018). Our previous discussion on 

the default form is very important in discussing the notion of person features. It was argued by Barlow and Ferguson (1988) 

that the distance factor plays a role in the speaker’s choice of features as the speaker picks the default marker as a matter 

of difficulty in recovering the features of the controller (Yassin 2021). 

Another important conclusion that can be drawn from the results of the statistical analysis is that it is the person feature 

(rather than number or gender) that plays a major significant role in complementizer agreement (CA). This finding is in 

line with the ones reached in other studies that linguistic factors does constrain variant choice (Abdel-Jawad 1981, Al-

Khatib 1988, Al-Wer 1991, El-Salman 2003, Al-Shawashreh 2016). The studies that have tackled the notion of person 

features specifically are very limited. 

Jarrah et al (2020) argues that person feature is a decisive factor in linguistic choice. In their study of Construct State 

(CS), they argue that the head noun of the CS agrees with the accompanying DP in JA when the noun is referential 

(referential DPs) and carries person feature, unlike nonreferential DPs that lack this person feature. 

Kucerova (2019) argues that there is disagreement over person features in literature. Some researchers looked at third 

person features as “elsewhere features”, whereas other researchers argue that it has “valued features”. It also provides “a 

programmatic argument that this disagreement has a principled basis”. She argues that person features play a role not only 

in syntactic level but also in the semantic one, explaining that: “the representation of the features we identify as person 

changes between narrow syntax and the syntax-semantics interface”(p.2). This suggests that person features play an 

important role in syntactic process, and it is usually characterized as [±participant] which implies pragmatic or semantic 

features. The findings of the current work add support to this claim as person features are considered as a key factor in 

determining the choice of variant. 

In conclusion, as it is explained, social factors are insignificant in the variant choice when it comes to syntactic variation 

(unlike the case of phonological variation) in Jordanian Arabic. This is not the case in other languages such as French for 

instance where linguistic factors are not the only determinant factors of the variant choice. Much research show that social 

factors play a role in the omission / retrieval of the French complementizer que particularly level of education and 

occupation (Liang, 2022). 

 

6. Conclusion 

The focus of this paper is to quantitatively study the notion of complementizer agreement (CA) in Jordanian Arabic 

(JA). A statistical analysis using GOLDVARB X, multivariate analysis and distributional analysis were carried out to 

examine the effect of the social and linguistic factors in establishing agreement relation between the complementizer ʔinn 

“that” and the subject of the embedded clause. The study focused on three social factors (i.e., age, education, and gender) 

in addition to three linguistic factors (i.e., specificity, definiteness, and word order) in order to answer the research 

questions. The results show that only phi-content of subject (person features of subject) is statistically significant while 

social factors are not statistically significant in CA.  
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