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ARABIC LOANWORDS IN HEBREW

Haseeb Shebadeb

One of the results of contact between cultures is borrowing between languages.
Hebrew is a unique language in several respects. It is the national language of
the Jews, who number approximately 13 million people (almost half of whom do
not know Hebrew). The writer Nathan Shaham (1925— ) has observed that few
native speakers of Hebrew are versed in the normative language.' Hebrew is the
only known case of a human language that ceased to be spoken and then, after a
very long interval, came to be spoken again. Hebrew was a written language and
a language of prayer during the long interval from 200 to 1880.> In this respect,
it is similar to Latin, Greek, and classical Arabic. Furthermore, approximately
one third of Modern Hebrew (MH) speakers are Palestinian Arabs.? Of the 85
languages spoken by the seven million inhabitants of Israel, Hebrew is the most
common; it is followed by Arabic, the second official language (on paper), and
then Russian.# More than 1,300 Arabic words and expressions have entered
spoken and written Hebrew (most being spoken Israeli Hebrew and slang). It
should be mentioned that a large portion of the population in Israel has family
origins in the various Arab countries. It also goes without saying that there are
different types of Israeli slang, according to age and social class. One can talk
about children’s slang, army slang, kibbutzim slang and Internet slang.

One of the most salient examples of the Arab Muslim impact on Jewish
culture is the replacement of Aramaic by Arabic as the main literary language
for prose. Arabic is second only to Aramaic with regard to its language kinship
with Hebrew, as has been recognised since the Middle Ages (MA).> The influ-
ence of Arabic, both spoken (in innumerable dialects, including those spoken by
Jews) and written, took place in the mediaeval and modern periods of Hebrew;
its vocabulary forms more than half of the Hebrew lexicon, according to the

1 Shaham 2006: 70.

2 See, e.g. Spiegel 1962, Fellman 1973, Chomsky 1977: 212—274 and Rabin 1996. About the strug-
gle for linguistic survival, see Hinton & Hale 2001

3 Those living in the State of Israel on one hand and those living in the Western Bank of the
Jordan River and the Gaza Strip on the other hand.

4 See Saban & Amara 2002; Shehadeh 2008.

5 See Ibn Janah: 16—18.
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328  HASEEB SHEHADEH

renowned dictionary of Abraham Even-Shoshan (Rosenstein, 1906—1984). The
approximately 8,000 lexical items in the Bible are not sufficient to entirely meet
the needs of either a written language or a spoken one.

In the golden age of Jewish culture on the Iberian Peninsula (tor haz-zahav,
al-‘agr al-dababiyy), a deep and comprehensive Arabic influence was present.
During two main historical periods — the MA in Andalucia for eight centuries
and the modern era in Palestine from the beginning of the twentieth century up
to the present — Jews and Arabs were in contact. In Andalucia, contact was very
close; the Jews were entirely assimilated into Arab society and culture. Yitshak
Avineri (1900—1977) believes that even when there are mutual peaceful relations
between these two Semitic peoples, massive borrowing from Arabic is not likely,
as Eliezer Ben Yehuda (1858—1922) believed. Between Hebrew and Arabic there
is a closeness in material and form, but not in spirit and soul.® In my opinion,
this statement can be at least partially true when referring to MH, which exhibits
remarkable deviations from the main features of Semitic languages.”

For more than 1,700 years Hebrew was a written language that was hardly
spoken. Eight centuries of Arab rule in Andalucia left a deep linguistic impact on
Hebrew in general and on its translations (e.g. the Tibbonite) in particular.® Arabic
was the lingua franca, the language of science and culture. Even a great scholar like
Maimonides (1138—1204) could not avoid the Judaeo-Arabic vernacular; it crept
into his written Arabic when he wrote his only book in Hebrew, the Mishne Torah.®

The Jewish people have twice experienced the emergence of secular (quasi-
secular) literature in the broad sense:* first during the MA under the over-
whelming impact of Arabic civilisation in southern Spain and Provence, and
then from the Haskalah period of Jewish Enlightenment (1780—1855) onwards.
During the latter period, in the nineteenth century, there emerged the first
Hebrew newspapers.” Only in the East and in Andalucia did the Jewish commu-
nities speak a Semitic language: namely, mediaeval Judaeo-Arabic. Mediaeval
Hebrew in Andalucia underwent a deep process of Arabicisation; the same also
holds true for Meir Bardugo’s short articles.”> Until the middle of the twentieth
century, most Hebrew writers spoke an Indo-European language as their mother

6 460 :1964 MPraX.

7 See Wexler 1990; Zuckermann 2003.

8 2006 rowon-1wn; Goldenberg 1972.

9 See Shehadeh 2004.

10 See Lachover 1953; Klausner 1920.

11 See Kouts 1999a; 1999b. On Hebrew since the Haskalah onwards see, e.g. 2009 112.

12 Published in the Jerusalemite weekly kol ha‘ir, 1087—1989. These short articles deserve a separate
study.
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tongue. It is safe to say that dozens of Arabic loanwords entered the Hebrew
language during the MA. Most of those words were learned, such as: av1p ‘pole’,
1> ‘melody’, poix ‘horizon’, 11 ‘centre’ (and so the verb 137, was coined), noTn
‘geometry’ (originally from Persian, which then passed into the Babylonian
Talmud), o5px ‘climate’ was originally from Greek.® Yet many words (such as
Syp, pu w051 5rap for ‘muscle’, ‘sort’, ‘poet’, ‘phlegm’, ‘aspalathus’, «Jwac
Jsa8 caxly ¢ yeld ¢ &) were not accepted in MH;; they are found only in mediaeval
texts.'4

The major Arabic influence on mediaeval Hebrew is reflected in loan transla-
tions (calques), in semantic borrowings, and in syntax. The words and terms are
Hebrew, but their meanings and structures are Arabic: miSne ‘dual’, gibbus ‘plural’,
nigbas ‘total’, tenu‘a ‘vowel’, ‘movement’, kammut ‘quantity’ (-ur in Hebrew corre-
sponds to -iyya in Arabic), Sores ‘root’, ‘stem’ in grammar, hippil ‘subtract’ from
the Arabic taraba, be‘tiq ‘translate’ based on nagqala, tosevet ‘base of a triangle’,
etc., Sam ‘there is’, lo zulat ‘solely’, "umnam ‘but’, ‘yet’, ’esel ‘according to’, zakar
‘to mention’, ta‘am ‘food’, kali ‘advert’, ha‘vara ‘metaphor’, gobal ham-maskilim
(plural of words denoting human beings, gam" al-‘aqil), seder ‘poetry’ (from Ar.
nazm), hamsala ‘comparison’, yasa ‘to result’, mosa ‘point of articulation’, ‘agulla,
‘iggul ‘circle’, ma Se’abar bat-teva‘ ‘metaphysics’, kalal ‘to add’, mefig le ‘agrees
with’, masiba® ‘area’ on the basis of misaba in Arabic, and Savur ‘fraction’. In terms
of syntax, it suffices to say that the relative clause in Tibbonite Hebrew generally
adheres to the Arabic rules; namely, there are syndetic and asyndetic phrases
(stla and sifa). An example is taken here from Maimonides’ preface to the More
nevukim (Guide for the Perplexed): “lova’er ‘inyine Semot ba’u bassifre han-navu’a”
meaning ‘to explain meanings of nouns [that] came [to occur] in the books of the
prophets’. The difficulty of this mediaeval Hebrew (and, in particular, that of the
Tibbonites) led to many MH translations.

In numerous cases, the grammatical gender of Hebrew words follows the
gender of their equivalent Arabic words. Accordingly, words such as ta‘ut ‘error’,
‘emet ‘truth’, ‘et ‘time’, dayo ‘ink’, gonut ‘defamation’, teva‘ ‘nature’, da‘at ‘opinion’
and raklit ‘intent’, ‘end’” are masculine, whereas words such as gan ‘garden’, ‘ale
‘leaf” and ’7 ‘island” are feminine. Words ending with the morpheme -ut such as
bistapqut ‘contentment’, mas’ut ‘reality’, soni‘ut ‘modesty’ are, as a rule, masculine
because they express abstract notions like the Arabic verbal nouns (masdars).

13 i) i S S e o8 al «ild, See Goldenberg 1972; Kutscher 1982: 163; Chomsky 1977:
195; on mathematical terms, see Sarfatti 1968; on philosophical terms, see Efros 1924; 1926—1927;
1929—1930; 1969; Kaddari 1970.

14 458 :1964 Mrax.

15 See x»n 2.
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Often Hebrew verbs take the same prepositions used in Arabic, such as biskin ‘al
‘to agree unanimously on’ (from ’agma‘a ‘ala), ‘azar et ‘to help’, bagar ‘al ‘to search
for’, ba ba ‘to bring’, and bigqif ba ‘to surround’.®

How does an ancient vocabulary that is largely connected with religion adjust to
modern secular life?” After the foundation of the State of Israel in 1948, the entire
administration was hebraised. The connection of Jewish nationalism with Hebrew
as a national language emerged as early as the spring of 1879, thanks to Eliezer Ben
Yehuda. Yet it should be noted that Theodor Herzl (1860—1904), the visionary of
the State, did not know Hebrew; the same holds true of his two children.

The coining of new words and terms was carried out in two major ways: from
within and from without. This essential task in human languages was achieved in
the MA on an individual basis, mainly by writers, poets, and translators such as
the Tibbonite and the Qimhi families. In modern times, this formation has largely
been institutionalised by organisations such as the Hebrew Language Council (131
1whn established in 1890) and later by its successor, the Academy of the Hebrew
Language (established in 1953). The Jewish year 5750, which corresponds to 1989—
1990, was declared by the government of Israel as the Hebrew Language Year.

The influence of Arabic has been enormously important in Islamic countries.
Arabic is a major source of vocabulary words for languages such as Bengali,
Berber, Gujarati, Hindustani (especially the spoken language), Indonesian,
Kurdish, Malay, Pashto, Persian, Rohingya, Sindhi, Spanish, Swahili, Portuguese,
Punjabi, Tagalog, Turkish, and Urdu. Arabic loanwords in Islamic languages
such as Persian, Turkish, and Urdu are too numerous to count.

To a large degree, MH came into being through a process of adapting the
language of an ancient oriental culture to the language of a modern western
culture. On the whole, MH is the product of Ashkenazi Jewry. During its long
history, the Hebrew language (and particularly its modern variety) has absorbed
thousands of words from numerous languages such as Egyptian, Akkadian, Greek,
Latin, Persian, Aramaic, Yiddish, English, French, Russian, and Arabic. MH has
experienced a course of Westernisation, and the Arabic impact on it is mainly
reflected in its sub-standard level. On the other hand, in 1913 Eliezer Ben-Yehuda
began advocating extensive borrowing from Arabic and other Semitic linguistic
relatives.® He succeeded in borrowing a small number of words from literary
Arabic, such as nmn ,mn ,pan mwa een 21X 01,071 (socks’, Gamy’, ‘polite’,

16 See 2006 1"OWON-TYN ;1054 IX5p. Similar linguistic features are found in the Hebrew of the
Arabs in Israel; see Shehadeh 1997: 49—71.

17 See the well-known article, Ben-Hayyim (1953 & 1992).

18 10 :1948 M 13; see Shehadeh 1998: 156—157; Nahir 2003.
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‘serious’, ‘official’, ‘telegram’, ‘maneuver’, ‘fur’), which are among the 250 words
he coined.” He believed that the rich Arabic vocabulary belongs to Hebrew as
much as the other Semitic languages.”® Some Jewish scholars, including David
Yellin (1864—1941), have supported this idea of free borrowing from Arabic,
whereas others like Aharon M. Mazya (1858—1930) held a different view.*

The following quotation may shed some light on the relationship between Jews
and Arabs in Israel: “And do not forget that our élites are very closed”, notes Sami
Michael. “Very closed. I experienced it myself when I came here in ’49. We are
only externally ready to be open. And it is interesting that inasmuch as we descend
the ladder, there is more co-operation. For example, in the under-world: gamblers,
drugs, idolatry. There, there is partnership. Racism — contrary to all that we know
— is more upwards. Members of their élite die to join us. Thirsty to attach them-
selves. Yet, they are not interested in meeting Bochbot and Boskila. They like to
meet with their parallel classes in Israeli society. And they are not ready.”

Arabic words such as Intifada, Gibad, Hizbu-llah, and Hamds have entered many
languages. The first of these words was initially rejected in Israel at the official
level. It was replaced by various words such as ,nmyanni 770 mynan ,mman ,myxn
Tm ,myn (‘events’, ‘riots’, ‘disturbances causing disorder’, ‘rioting’, ‘pogroms’,
‘revolt’). The Director General of the Israeli broadcasting authority, Uri Porat,
banned the use of Intifada, claiming that “it was established by hostile elements”.
Shelomo Qor, Porat’s deputy, added “I want the radio and the television to be
Zionist. We have our own language and we should not use their expressions.”
The linguistic struggle to suppress the term Intifada for ‘uprising’ failed. The word
became common, employed in book titles,* in press reports and literary works,*
and on the radio. Some 40 Arabic loanwords are used in the below mentioned
book of David Grossman (1954— ), which is 250 pages in length. Some of these are
partially vocalised, and a few words are put in parentheses in order to indicate their
foreign origin.*® The relatively large number of Arabic loanwords can be explained

19 Chomsky 1977: 217; Kutscher 1982: 209;

1979 MNW ;1961 LINXD 52003 ,1997 MWK ;82 :1946 "IPIX.

20 See <benyehuda.org/by/mekorot.html>.

21 Shehadeh 1998: 158.

22 This is my translation from Hebrew. See Grossman 1993: 101; cf. Yehoshua 2007: 322.

23 See, for example, the Jerusalemite weekly, 29.7.1988 ,vyn 53, p. 9; 25.10.1988 yxA, p. 4.

24 Shalev 1990. See 2004 :wnw; 2004 12%; Hever (ed.) 2009; on Nakba in Arabic, Hebrew and
English, see http://www.zochrot.org/. Nakba literally means ‘disaster’, ‘catastrophe’ and it refers
to the 1948 war whereas Naksa meaning ‘setback’, ‘relapse’ refers to the 1967 war between Arab
countries and Israel called by Jews and Zionists The Six Day War. The term Naksa was coined
by the well-known Egyptian journalist, Muhammad Hasanein Haikal (1923— ).

25 See, e.g. Grossman 1993: 7, 11, 17, 24, 29, 30, 39, 41, 42, 43, 44, 46, 47, 48, 121.

26 Grossman 1993: 7, 11, 15, 16, 25, 26, 27, 28, 30, 31, 32, 34, 35, 36, 43, 50, 51, 58, 59, 60, 72, 96,
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by the nature of the subject of the book: the situation of Arabs in Israel. In addition,
Grossman’s liberal political attitude and his knowledge of Arabic must be taken into
consideration. Two dozen Arabic loanwords are found in another of Grossman’s
books, Yellow Wind.» In Friendly Fire (mentioned above), I found only six Arabic
loanwords in 375 pages:®® nox ,paxor Pax oo IRENeRa Uare omex (fie),
‘kettle’, ‘uprising’, ‘barbeques’, ‘welcome’, ‘let us’). Examination of books by ‘Amos
‘Oz (1939— ) gives only a small number of Arabic loanwords; they can be counted
on one hand.” Scrutiny of three Hebrew novels written by Arabs in Israel, Naim
Araydi (1950— )* and Sayed Qashu (1975— ),* shows that there is a remarkable
difference concerning the usage of Arabic words in their Hebrew. The former, a
Druze, makes use of eight Arabic words: ;15101 1Pax ,ymrnn ,noann Ao ,nomw
#p’nmwn ,moon (‘prostitute’, ‘making peace’, the name of a game, ‘running after
woman’, ‘welcome’, ‘kidney beans’, ‘sheikhs’) whereas Qashu has approximately 70
words in the first book® and nearly 50 in the second.’*

Sometimes Arabic loanwords entered Hebrew through European languages
(mainly English and French), as in the following cases: ,manox 51mabx >rmx
1120 ,190 ,077p ,nop ,7wn ,jonn (‘admiral’, ‘alcohol’, ‘algebra’, ‘store’, ‘tarift’, ‘coffee’,
‘carat’, ‘sofa’, ‘soap’).®” Having acquired their place in Hebrew, these are used by
all types of speakers and in all types of occasions.

It should be noted that institutions as well as individuals continuously attempt
to replace Arabic words with Hebrew words like kbamsin (‘hot and dry weather’),
which has been used since the beginning of the twentieth century by Isaac Shami
(1888—1949). Today sarav is used, especially on the radio; tayyara has been
replaced by ‘afifon (‘kite’), fistukim by botnim (‘peanut’, ‘pistachio’), and so forth.
It should be noted that the word fustug appears in written Arabic; the collective
plural fuzdi’ (furty’ in children’s language) in Palestinian Arabic originates from
Persian. MH loaned this word and added to it the masculine plural suffix. Other
such additions include bzazim (‘breasts’), which was in use in the early 1970s, and

107, 112, 116, 117, 118, 126, 128, 132, 175, 180, 188, 192.

27 Grossman 1989.

28 Grossman 1993: 99, 117, 217, 312, 241, 243, 343.

29 2009; 2007; 2002;1983 Ty.

30 Araydi 1992.

31 Quashu 2002; 2004.

32 Araydi 1992: 22, 40, 65, 66, 71, 94, 96.

33 Quashu 2002: 7, 12, 15, 20, 21, 22, 23, 25, 26, 28, 31, 34, 40, 46, 49, 50, 62, 73, 79, 84, 95, 100,
109, 111, 116, 119, 123, 134, 137, 150, 154, 155.

34 Quashu 2004: 16, 29, 30, 31, 33, 34, 35, 49, 57, 58, 59, 66, 69, 80, 91, 93, 107, 116, 133, 138, 158,
198, 234.

35 See Hunke 1960, Chapter one. This book was translated into several languages, including
Arabic. See Kaye 1986: 557—558; Cannon & Kaye 1994; 2002 niT.
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mismesim (‘apricot’). Nonetheless, not all attempts of replacing Arabic words with
Hebrew ones were successful: note the word masle instead of mangal (‘barbeque’).

Despite one hundred years of Arab-Israeli conflict and great animosity towards
Arabs and Islam in Israeli society, we find more than thirteen hundred Arabic
loanwords in modern spoken Hebrew, including slang. Hebrew is full of slang;
most of its vocabulary comes from Arabic. Some groups in the Yissuv (the Jewish
population in Palestine before 1948) have consciously adopted Arabic words in
order to sever ties with the gola (‘diaspora’), to be integrated and to establish
roots in Palestine. Members of the Has-Somer (a Jewish self-defence organisa-
tion founded in 1905), for instance, wore the Kaffieh ‘Arab headdress” and used
Arabic words such as dabilak, ma‘alesh, fingan (‘' beg you’, ‘nevermind’, ‘kettle’).3¢
The Israeli Defence Forces play a central role in creating this slang, as well as
colloquial Hebrew. Some of the same vocabulary is also used in the press, on the
radio, and in literature (but not in the names of shops, offices, or restaurants).
In his Dictionary of Israeli Slang, Ruvik Rosenthal*” has included more than 500
loanwords from Arabic, which are distributed throughout the twenty-two letters
of the Hebrew alphabet. Sixty-five loanwords begin with the Hebrew letter
alef. Examples include ahbal, abla, aswad (‘stupid’, ‘excellent’, ‘opium’). For each
remaining letter of the alphabet, the number of loanwords is respectively 42, 25,
24, 17, 9, 13, 63, 14, 21, 19, 12, 55, 12, 30, 20, 17, 4, 17, 9, 20, and 10. “Arabic is the
queen of Israeli slang”, says Rosenthal. The borders between normative Hebrew
and slang are not clear or unequivocal. Slang, as has been said, is the poetry of the
simple man. Some of these loanwords moved to Hebrew from Israeli Yiddish,
which has absorbed over 450 words from Arabic.?® Needless to say, there is a
continuous shift in the usage of these loanwords, the overwhelming majority
of which are nouns and adjectives. The patterns maf‘il, the passive participle
of fa‘ala, and the comparative form’af‘al are common. Sometimes ’af‘al is used
with Hebrew words such as atraf, meaning ‘more crazy’. There are an estimated

36 Its meaning in Arabic is ‘a cup’. Its origin is Greek > Aramaic > Persian > Arabic > Hebrew
and Turkish > Hungarian. See Kutscher 1961: 93—95. On linguistic features of that period, see
Sappan 1969; 1956 1M yMX 12 ;1947 TWHKR; on etymological aspects, see Klein 1987 and
1995 bXvw; it is noteworthy to add that E. Ben-Yehuda himself tried to dress as an Arab, see
2005 501 ;135—134 :1983 nvIMIXD.

37 2005 Svam and see 2007 ;2004 ;2001 SvIM.

38 1966 190 mentions approx. 100 Arabic loanwords and in 1972 nearly 9o. Netzer 2007 refers to
approx. 350 Arabic loanwords in Hebrew; see 1966 1mo1p. On various types of slang such as in
the army, in the internet, in prison, among the youth, among the sabras, fishermen, policemen,
thieves, football players, etc. see, e.g. Achiasaf et al. 1093; Ben Amotz & Ben Yehuda 1972, 1982;
Spears 1981 ;2005 PNW 12 31993 HVIM NOX 31954 INIRIVIX 31994 TTIXR 31995 'RNVK ;2002 TAMX
510904 Y'Y ;2005 ,2003 X ;2003 DM 51990 2 31966 TN 31991 MM 51964 yP1HT2
.1997 X1BW ;2002 DV 51993 W 51999 TOM NIY ;2007 PO ;20072006 X1 51967 TP 1M 51968 1901 11
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forty Arabic loanwords used as verbs in Hebrew, such as leva’es ‘to cause disap-
pointment’ and le-kaseyab ‘to mow’, ‘to beat’.?® Arabic loan translations (calques)
and semantic borrowing in modern Israeli Hebrew are limited, in contrast to the
situation in mediaeval Hebrew in Andalucia. Some examples are in order: 4°,n2'nn
7121 ,1900 DY AR X 2 5y M 5P 512 mnn ,07a MmN Dw XA L,NINN AX M5
wn yxm (‘beautiful female’, ‘shut it off’, ‘it is guaranteed as if it is in my pocket’,
‘stupid’, ‘to overcome’, ‘beat the living daylights out of him’, ‘good evening’ (as an
answer), ‘ripe for taking’, ‘150% right’, ‘original’).

This collection of loanwords represents all aspects of life. One may divide
vocabulary, according to subject matter, into several categories:

A) Food, such as: falafil, ful, bumus, kube, mangal, mgadara, SakSuka, za'tar,
bamya, leben, tabule, labane, sumsum (falafel, fava beans, hummus or chickpea
dish, kube or minced meat and bulgur pastry, barbeque, dish made of lentils and
bulgur or rice, onions and olive oil, Shakshuka, thymus vulgaris, okra, sour milk,
salad with bulgur, olive oil and lemon, Arabic white cheese, sesame). A small
restaurant specialising in hummus is called kumsiya, while fuliya is used for a
restaurant serving ful (fava beans).

B) Human relations: ‘ala kefak, kif balak, ’ablan wa-sablan, dabilak, dir balak,
mabsut, sababa, sulba, walla, ya babibi, yalla, bekef, abla (as you wish, how are you,
welcome, I beg you, be careful, satisfied, delightful, reconciliation, wow, oh dear,
let us, with pleasure, excellent).

C) Politics: fatab, fida’i, bamas, budna, intifada, Zibad, sabid, tabdiya, tanzim
(PLO, commando, Hamas (baraka islamiyya mugawima = Islamic resistant
movement), armistice, uprising, jihad, martyr, pacification, organisation).

D) Adjectives: abu ‘ali, abu gilde, abu kamune, abbal, fadi in kalam fadi, fadiba,
kharta barta, kasab, magnun, bava, tafran, tamam, sabbaki, Safa, zift, ars (threat-
ening person, derogatory nickname for an Arab, stingy, foolish, nonsense,
embarrassing incident, foolishness, violence, crazy, arrogant, bankrupt, perfect,
friendly, attractive woman, bad, serpentine).

E) Curses: connected to mother, father, sister, brother, wife and so on by the
vulgar word kus (womb), as in qus’omo.+*

In an article published in 1955, Haim Blanc (1926—1984) was among the
first scholars to turn his attention to the Arabic component of modern spoken

39 See 2004 ;1997 "X).
40 See 1963 MOX ;1963 X N1,
41 See Grossman 1993: 118.
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Hebrew. There he deals with approximately 40 words classified into five catego-
ries which include food, lifestyle, children’s games, calls, greetings, and curses.*
In 1960 Kalman Katzenelson wrote:

Arabic has the best chances to replace Modern Hebrew and to become the
language of the State of Israel, and just because of the objection of the Arabs
this expectation did not materialise. No doubt, if the Arabs had proposed
peace and co-operation their proposal would have been expected. Such a
change would have led to the beginning of the end of Modern Hebrew.#

Yitshak Avineri wrote in 1964 that “in spoken Hebrew the borders and fences were
cracked and the influence of spoken Arabic spoils it and makes it as it were poor
and indigent and goes around begging. The Arabic words and expressions have a
sweet taste compared to the Hebrew equivalents.”* I may add that they are natural,
vivid, and real. During the second Jewish immigration to Palestine, the inclination
to borrow from Arabic was strong. Jewish writers in the 1960s—1980s were accus-
tomed to putting Arabic words in brackets to stress their foreignness, but in later
practice such words appear more or less as an integral part of the text. They are
written in accordance with the general MH pronunciation that does not distin-
guish between kaf and qof, ‘ain and alef, tav and fet, bet and kaf, etc. The Arabic
sound gim is transcribed as ' as in 72 (‘devil’), no’a (‘stench’) and gain is transcribed
as 1 as in mOxm “fascinating young woman’ (and ‘gazelle’ from Arabic). The intona-
tion remains as in Arabic: nouns preserve the Arabic vocalisation but verbs follow
the Hebrew patterns. The rules of begad kefar are not applied in Arabic loanwords
(e.g. falafel, falafelia, ‘kiosk for selling falafel’, fanndn ‘entertainer’, fasla ‘failure’).
The direct influence of Modern Standard Arabic on MH has been limited, the
reason being that most of the revivalists came from Eastern Europe and lacked
any knowledge of Arabic. The same holds true for the lion’s share of early MH
writers. It is important to mention that only in 1988 did Arabic begin to be taught
as a compulsory subject in Jewish schools in Israel, a decision that has been
only partially implemented. Another important reason is that Arabic has been
regarded as a representative of a mediaeval culture while the speakers of MH, as
well as early leaders of the Zionist Movement, were striving for the creation of a
Western Hebrew culture. In addition, one must cite the very unfriendly relations
(not to mention hostility) between the descendants of Abraham, the children

42 See 1955 p153; cf. 2005 M’AX ,1046 "MrIX.

43 59 :mobixa.
44 456 1964 MMx.
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of Isaac, and the children of Ishmael. Subsequently, MH is alien to the spirit of
Semitic languages in several respects.®

The dictionary of Dhan Ben Amotz and Netiva ben-Yehuda contains over six
hundred Arabic words and expressions, some of which are already outdated (as
is often the case with slang). The majority of these borrowed words fall into
the category of adjectives. They include words of Turkish origin, which entered
Hebrew through the Arabic language: avanta, avantagi, askara, bagsis, dugri (‘lack
of seriousness’, ‘swindler’, ‘really’, ‘bribe’, ‘straight’). The migration of words
from one language to another brings about changes in their forms and meanings.
For example, the Turkish word tuz ‘salt’ entered many Arabic dialects (including
Palestinian) as tuzz or tozz with the meaning of ‘pshaw’, ‘you are worthless’, or ‘I
do not care’.#° The same can be said about such Persian words as argila, darwi§,
khan (‘smoking bottle’, ‘ascetic’, ‘inn’).

In numerous cases, Arabic loanwords in Hebrew have undergone linguistic
modifications (including semantic modifications). The word barman originated
from Turkish, meaning ‘he who tastes wines and tobacco in order to evaluate
them’. In spoken Hebrew, however, it means ‘a lusty person’ or ‘he who runs
after women’. In Arabic 'udrub means ‘hit’ or ‘strike’, but in spoken Hebrew
udrub means ‘go ahead’; fiz (originally Syriac) annabi in Arabic literally meant ‘the
buttock of the prophet’ (words that are not used together), whereas in Hebrew
the meaning is ‘a distant location’;# ‘adas means ‘lentils’ in Arabic and ‘rubble’ in
Hebrew; ‘ars in Arabic is ‘pimp’ and ars in Hebrew is ‘serpentine’; salamto in Arabic
means ‘hopefully he will recover’ but in Hebrew ‘he is alright’; Abmad in Arabic is
a common proper name of Muslim males, whereas Abme(a)d in Hebrew means
‘derogatory nickname of an Arab’; bagel in Arabic means ‘mule’ and in Hebrew
‘a person who keeps distance from women’; Nablus in Arabic is the name of the
known city in the Western Bank and in spoken Hebrew it means ‘homosexual’.#*

45 See, e.g. Wexler 1990; Chanoch 1930; Fisherman 1986; Masson 1986; Zuckermann 2003.
Some scholars believe that Hebrew did not cease to be a spoken language, see e.g. Chomsky 1977:
235—253; 2000 NN,

46 This semantic shift took place as a result of the following events told by old people who lived
in Palestine before the year 1917. Personally I heard it from my grandfather Hreiz Elias Shehadeh
(1883—1977). When Turkish tax collectors came to Arab villages to collect taxes on agricultural
products (such as wheat, barley, lentils, chickpeas, etc.), they found the sacks full of salt. They left
the farmers’ houses, saying “tuz, tuz”, which the Arabs understood as ‘pshaw’. The farmers’ trick
of putting some salt on the top of the sacks had worked.

47 rnbx axa ‘the door of the buttock’ is also in use; see Netzer 2007: 243, n. 286.

48 See 84 :1972 100.
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In the 1960s—1970s, Arabic loanwords in spoken Hebrew formed approxi-
mately 40 percent of the foreign vocabulary; by 2007 the percentage had
decreased to approximately 27 percent.

One can only wonder about the impact the Arabic language will have on
Hebrew when real peace is established between Israel and its neighbours. Will
Hebrew speakers revive the gutturals, for instance, or will some Arabs lose them?

Below is presented a comprehensive alphabetical list of more than 1,400 Arabic
loanwords and expressions in Hebrew.

LIST OF ARABIC LOANWORDS
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49 See Netzer 2007: 203.
50 An interesting case as the root is Hebrew but the form is Arabic; the meaning is ‘very excited’.
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51 An acronym of i5n X5 it x7n (literally ‘shit is not the word’) meaning ‘awful’, ‘dreadful’. A simi-
lar case is > n (made from Y13 XM) meaning ‘very bad’, ‘shit as usual’.
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52 An interesting example of a Hebrew root inserted into Arabic pattern; the meaning is ‘be-
loved’, ‘impressive’.

53 See the preceding note; the meaning is ‘wretched’, ‘neglected’.

54 Another interesting example: the root is Hebrew but the form is Arabic; the meaning is ‘ram-
ming’, ‘butt’.

55 A compound word of a Polish component and an Arabic one: the meaning is ‘a remote and
miserable location’.
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